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Polenta with an Enemy's Head

By Radu Balan

Volume One.

The fairy, poor thing, had no desire to recall once more those terrible torments and sufferings she had been forced to endure. She had explained countless times to her pestering brothers how difficult it was for her to revisit those tragic events. The memory of them carved a deeper wound into her tender soul each time, yet they were utterly determined to press their request all the way to the end.

"Fine!" she finally shrieked at one of her younger brothers, who had annoyed her the most — though in truth she had screamed at all of them like a madwoman — "I will tell you everything, just shut your mouths for once so I don't have to hear you anymore. And you, shut your snout too! Yes, yes, you especially!"

Their questions, which sometimes struck her as painfully idiotic, drove her absolutely out of her mind — and rightly so. That was exactly why, having been asked for the hundredth or perhaps even the thousandth time to recount how thoroughly she had frozen in faraway, mysterious Russia, she could no longer restrain herself at all, losing her composure once and for all.

"What more do you want me to tell you, you dimwits? What isn't clear to you?"

"Nearly all my insides had frozen solid from how long those wretches kept me by force in that Siberian cold. I had already started talking to the horses, imagining in my naivety — or perhaps sheer stupidity — that at least they might feel an ounce of compassion for my suffering!"

"I had been saved, in a manner of speaking, by the sheer cheekiness of my outlaw, Zephyr — a great blockhead, among other things — who had eaten all their cheese and potato crepes. And so I had been invited — by force, naturally — into their cramped hovel, to provide them with the most detailed and enlightening of explanations. That very incident had been the keystone of my miraculous salvation. Otherwise I would surely have stiffened up there from the cold! Why am I so certain I would have frozen, you ask? Have icicles ever grown inside your nose because of the dreadful frost outside? No, I thought not!"

"Well then, behold your poor lucky sister, who ended up with an icicle as thick as two of my fingers — yes, two fingers — shooting out of each nostril! And another was beginning to poke its frozen tip out of my left ear. Lord, everything goes dark before my eyes when I remember what I went through!"

"Those fine gentlemen knew perfectly well what was happening to me, of course! What kind of nonsensical question is that? If they were the ones who put me there to freeze and had even fastened an iron chain around my neck, how could you possibly imagine they didn't know! As if their wretched mockeries weren't enough, they had also given me the precise order to guard their horses from thieves — a matter which had infuriated me beyond all measure — anyone can understand that, but there it was, I was in their hands and had to obey!"

"All the same, I had been no great obstacle to any would-be robbers. Had anyone dared to steal them, they would surely have carried me off along with the horses. Truthfully speaking, given how fearsome those villainous masters of mine were, I cannot imagine anyone having the nerve to lay a hand on their wretched horses. And yet, whether I like it or not, I ought to be grateful to them to the heavens for having placed upon my shoulders such a great responsibility."

I got on wonderfully with them! And here I mean my horses, naturally, not my ill-disposed hosts — I don't know whether they understood a single word of what I told them, but I remember them snorting gently at my cold ear every time I started whimpering — desperate, terrified, without a shred of hope left in my poor soul. I could already see myself freezing to death at any moment in that cursed stable of theirs.

My teeth were chattering so violently that one or two had surely shot right out of my jaw. That is why I brush them regularly now — do you hear me — at least three times a day! Without a healthy, solid set of teeth, nobody has any use for you nowadays! So take care of your teeth and molars, stop laughing and stop staring at me as if I were a lunatic. They are not eternal. Please listen to me! You don't even need a tongue if you haven't got a reliable set of molars to chew your food as it ought to be chewed!

Allow me nonetheless to tell you about my horses to the very end. I can see perfectly well that you are more interested in the dreadful sufferings I endured there, but it is about the horses that I wish to speak right now! My gentle horses consoled me constantly without ever asking a single thing in return, and some of them — so intelligent and empathetic are these animals — even tried to warm me with their fluffy tails. One horse, who was rather shaggier than the others, promptly draped his bushy tail over my head, and despite all the embarrassment I felt at that moment, I wore it nonetheless like a fur hat without making so much as a single gesture of protest, a single remark in his direction.

Just imagine it yourselves — I, a full-blown fairy, who until then had slept only on mattresses stuffed with swan down, suddenly found myself with the tail of a frisky horse hanging over my forehead, in full view of all civilised society! The shame of it, you can well imagine, and yet even so I reproached the horse not one bit — on the contrary, I could hardly wait to kiss his hooves warmly, so grateful was I. And what is the point of hiding it now — I actually did kiss them!

The brigands were dragging me by force into their dim hovel, eager to find out from me what had happened to their precious crepes, but I didn't want to hear a word from them! "Leave me alone, you impudent wretches, so I can kiss the hooves of my shaggy-tailed horse," I told them. Told them — I shrieked at them like a madwoman! I had grown so attached to the horse who had saved my life that I no longer cared about anyone or anything. I had been reduced to sobbing like someone in despair because of him. Even I can hardly believe it myself, but there it is — I wept more bitterly than at a funeral. I had been moved beyond measure, and after that I was simply no longer capable of keeping my tears in check.

"My dear horse, my precious horse," I said to him, "I thank you from the bottom of my heart, I thank you for warming me and sheltering me with your lovely warm coat." I knelt before him and with my frozen lips kissed his legs, his ankles, his hooves, everything that came within reach. Yes, yes, yes, I am not exaggerating in the slightest — I was on my knees, and even now if you were to place a real horse before me, I would kiss his legs too, even if he weren't the very horse who had saved my skin. After that experience, which I cannot erase from my mind no matter how hard I try, I began to hold a particular respect for all horses, regardless of where they may have come from — even if they come from faraway Russia!

Oh, after that savage cold which I felt on my very own skin for such a wretched stretch of time, even now I cannot fathom how ordinary Russians survive in that freezing country! I would wager anything you like that not one of you has ever felt such a vicious, wicked, biting frost as the one out there. The blasted thing froze even the fleas in my stomach, and my fleas, I assure you most solemnly, had been through quite enough hardships in their time — more or less trying ones — and yet that ferocious north wind had managed to break even them.

Six solid months my bones shivered in that godforsaken Siberia. Such a merciless cold blew through that place that even the sun had no desire whatsoever to show its frost-shrivelled face.

I know, I know perfectly well that I am exaggerating — you needn't point it out — but after all the hardships I endured there, it is very difficult for me, extraordinarily difficult, to show any degree of objectivity, for fear of casting those brutes in too favourable a light, which is precisely what they are waiting for!

Especially when I would stare at them from outside, more dead than alive, gazing with longing through the frozen window, watching the wretches sitting there in their warmth, pressing themselves against the stove, sleeping on the bench-bed or in their beds, wrapping themselves in fur-lined quilts, grinning and carousing, while all my ribs — those that still remained — stiff and starving, were literally hunching themselves up from the cold. Without any joke whatsoever, you dimwits, I felt exactly like a piece of meat tossed carelessly, without a drop of mercy, into a freezer — that is precisely how cold it was in that horse stable, in case you hadn't understood by now!

Oh, have you ever heard of those freezers used solely for storing frozen poultry? Well, there you have it — I felt exactly like a chicken leg which they had put in the freezer for later, for when they would grow hungry!

All the same, allow me nonetheless to remind you of one absolutely essential and incontestable matter! Both my frail body and the addled head on my shoulders had absolutely nothing in common with chicken legs or pork ribs! For the forgetful ones, I shall say it once more — before anything else, I was first and foremost a fairy, a perfectly innocent fairy, with my own joys and sorrows, who wanted nothing more from life than to live in peace and quiet! But peace — where was peace to be found! Quiet — where, I ask you! I would look at them and feel like suffocating them with my own two hands.

The stable was only a few steps away from their cramped hovel, so I had every opportunity to observe with ease each gesture, each movement of my hosts. Of course, over time some loose snow had settled into the joints of their peeling windows, but that, between you and me, had not made my surveillance any more difficult in the least.

You ask whether I could hear them just as easily? To my great surprise, they could be heard better than you might imagine, even though they had wrapped the walls of their hovel with two layers of compressed straw lining, so that the cold might not cross their threshold — for they liked to sit in the warmth, naturally, just as I did myself for that matter, except that, as you can see, at that particular moment nobody cared one bit about my needs! With the possible exception, perhaps, of my gentle horses!

My ability to hear them, I now realise, was due in part to my sharp fairy ears, which could pick up even the faintest of sounds. An ordinary, common person in my place, without exceptional powers, would most certainly have been unable to hear what they were chattering about in their dim hovel.

Of all of them, the one most easily heard was their wicked and vile fairy, whose mouth did not stop for even a single moment! As usual, the lady in question had a great many demands — too many, I would say — but her greatest dissatisfaction was directed specifically against her wretched bed which, she cheekily claimed, gave her no peace to sleep soundly! Against the bed that had been plundered only a few days prior — that is, taken by force from a poor warrior in Moscow — and which was allegedly causing her terrible back pain. This while I, let me remind you in case you had somehow forgotten, was standing there like a gentle soul shivering all over, with a horse's tail on my head, trembling with fright at the sight of my frostbitten, cold-ravaged fingers.

Her whimpering, as anyone can see, had no justification at all!

Even the outlaw understood this, to whom the lady was stringing out, insatiably it seemed, endlessly, all her personal grievances and dissatisfactions. At one point she had even dared to pick a quarrel with him. She scolded him brazenly, admonished him, mocked him, as though he were not perfectly capable of snapping her neck in a single swift motion. While she stood there grinding his brain like a shameless creature, our calm and gentle outlaw went quietly about his business, as was his habit. He was hardly foolish enough to waste his precious time with every scatterbrain. The fairy's tiresome wailing did not bother him one bit.

He had no trouble whatsoever continuing to scratch away with his pen on a scrap of paper, deeply concentrated as it happened, his sublime and profound thoughts. That was in fact the official letter he intended to send later to his beloved enemy.

His mad fairy, seeing him sitting there silent as a mute, taking no notice of any of her unjustified demands, decided all on her own, entirely of her own accord as it were, fully aware of what she was doing, to berate him with even greater ferocity while boredom had not yet softened her resolve.

And she told him, dear brothers, she told him everything that was on her mind!

The lady could not for the life of her understand why he lacked the sense to plunder at least a decent bed! Due to his crass incompetence, due to his infinite stupidity, she would not be able to close her eyes the entire night.

That is exactly what she said to him, I swear!

She then gave him the additional order to lie down himself on such a rickety bed, so that the fool might feel on his own skin just how hard, stiff and uncomfortable the mattress was. She added furthermore that on a mattress as hard as a rock only fairies as stupid as me would deserve to sleep!

The more she recalled the sorry fate of her cherished bed — which she had meanwhile tossed without mercy into the woodshed — the more her heart ached. That bed had been far softer and more pleasant to the touch than this rattletrap of a bed with its iron mattress. Just like that! And here I would very much like to make some important remarks in order to bring to everyone's attention the perfidious and filthy character of the fairy.

It was not enough for the old hag that she had made miserable an innocent family of outlaws who, among other things, had done nothing wrong to anyone — a family that perhaps needed those beds more than they did — but now she had the audacity to insist persistently — for this is common impudence, there is no other word for it — that the wretches from whom they had stolen the beds be harshly punished for their wretched mattresses, which, if you please, did not allow Cinderella to have the sweet sleep she so desperately desired.

You can see for yourselves now what a mad world we live in!

I am a wicked creature too, I cannot hide this undeniable truth, but even a lunatic like me has her limits, God is my witness! If I were to suddenly find myself with valuable plunder stolen from other people's households, I would make sure to cross myself as gratefully as possible, full of admiration and appreciation, humbly saying a great thank you to my outlaw, after which I would have gone on about my own needs and affairs. I would not go looking for trouble, indulging myself like a spoilt brat, finding all manner of ridiculous pretexts — that I don't like the stolen clothes or shoes, or that the plundered clay jugs don't suit me. Everything the outlaw brings home from his raids — all of it is good, that is my opinion!

But just wait until you hear what happened next.

The fairy had grown even more furious when she saw her outlaw continuing to scratch and pore over his letter with passion, without caring in the slightest about her sufferings! She was barely catching her breath when she ordered the scoundrel to pay attention to her as quickly as possible before she grew even more enraged. At that moment, she was trying to explain to him with foam at her mouth — there existed, she insisted, nobody more important, more relevant, more significant in the whole of Russia, vast as it was, than herself!

— Three days, the outlaw began — from the looks of it, the poor fellow finally snapped —  I have fought for these wretched beds, and you and your demanding face bring me nothing but quarrelling and reproaches. You have already ground my entire brain to dust! He wished to pull her by the ears but thought better of it at the last moment.

He hardened against her with such passion that his pen had nearly leapt from his hands in vexation. If you don't like what I've brought, he continued furiously, go and get yourself your own bed.

Had I heard my outlaw shouting at me like that, seeing especially his mace leaning right there beside his feet, I would certainly have shut my mouth on the spot — but the greedy fairy did not think likewise. She was more special, so to speak. "What good is it," she began, "that you fought for however many nights or days for these broken-down beds, if my back is aching? There is you in this house and three other great bulls besides you, and not one of you is capable of getting hold of a bed that suits my taste, so that I too might rest like a decent human being."

When the young lads heard her delivering those sweet words about them with such passion, they cracked their fingers and toes somewhat nervously, all together — as though by prior agreement — trying with all their might to preserve their calm and good humour. They did not wish, just before bedtime, to mercilessly crush the spine of their own dear mother. It was for that very reason that they sought the most peaceful possible ways of bringing the madwoman back to reality. In general, that fairy — so that you might understand at least somewhat what I have been telling you here — was utterly fearless, especially since her dear lads, whom she loved dearly in her own way of course, were lying stretched out each in their own beds, barely two steps away from her impudent face, making it extremely easy for them to twist the scatterbrain's arm or leg.

A bright mind was eventually found to explain to her with great kindness the risks she was taking.

— Mummy dear, we have asked you so many times not to call us bulls anymore! Or do you want to go about with a broken back again?

Mummy dearest, as far as I could tell at the time, had been warned and cautioned before, and yet she continued to defy them without a shred of remorse, as though that was simply how things ought to be, as though she were not taking even the smallest risk. At the same time it is possible that they had simply grown accustomed to her shameless behaviour. Perhaps that was precisely why they had not all piled on top of one another to grab her by the throat and teach her a lesson.

When someone stamps you day after day with the title of great blockhead, I suppose that with the passing of time one simply stops caring what one person or another thinks of you. By the way, I do not wish you to think me a hypocrite! In my family the very same words, insults and malicious threats were hurled about. And if the words ever seemed insufficient, the maces, hammers, axes and whatever else my outlaw happened to have in his sack would immediately begin to fly. Except that, compared to that madwoman, I knew how to keep my other half in line with considerably more wisdom and skill. For instance, I liked to chase my partner when I saw him looking rather sullen, rather miserable if you will, when I knew him to be broken with exhaustion — whereas our lady, allow me to inform you, reduced her dear lads to nothing while lying stretched out in bed, serene and untroubled as a church candle, even though from their end it required only a single step to reduce her to pieces!

In any case, her efforts did not appear to impress anyone. The master of the hovel collected himself with admirable speed, and proceeded to remind his impudent fairy of one important and somewhat essential matter.

It is true... The poor man was still fighting a fierce battle of life and death with that letter destined for his enemy, trying to adorn it with ever more remarkable words and figures of speech, but at the same time he had no wish to abandon his fairy, who without any doubt had always been a priority for him.

And so it did not take him very long to understand the state of utter foolishness his old hag had fallen into, for the silly creature had clearly forgotten all about fear!

But how could the scatterbrain possibly forget about her own orders and instructions! At her personal initiative and nobody else's, their old beds had been tossed without a second thought into the woodshed, and it was she herself in the end who had imperiously demanded the plundering of new beds! If she knew so well how to be a backward and insufferable shrew, then without doubt, he supposed — applying his irreproachable logic with a certain pride — she must also know the exact location of the said woodshed. Two clear options presented themselves before her, plain as daylight.

She was of course at liberty to go on wailing to her heart's content, without anyone having troubled themselves about the old hag's moaning — a rather interesting solution in my opinion — but at the same time, and here the outlaw frowned slightly, if she considered herself a wise fairy after all, he rather recommended she pursue the alternative he himself had suggested a few moments earlier.

That blasted woodshed was not really all that far away when it came to it. Nobody was therefore preventing the lady from dashing out that very moment after her cherished bed, about which she kept telling them it held such touching memories. She was free to brave the merciless, unrelenting frost of winter even the very next second — if only he might see her mouth shut at last!

Wise words, were they not — and yet something very strange happened immediately afterwards! So strange that I could not at first bring myself to trust my own ears, confounded as I was by the deafening — I would even say frightening — silence that had descended upon me.

It would not have been surprising had I gone truly deaf, taking into account the devastating cold that had crushed my bones so impudently. The thing that surprised me — so that you too might understand my bewilderment — was the tomblike, almost suffocating silence of the fairy, if you can bring yourselves to believe such a thing, entirely devoid of sound.

Our deranged fairy fell mute on the spot and did not utter another single word. Astonishing, is it not? At the very least she had nothing further to say regarding the bed which until then had struck her as so very uncomfortable. She had finally had some sense knocked into her head! From her expression I could see perfectly well how greatly displeased she was with the ingenious solution proposed by her furious outlaw. She herself had no burning desire to fling herself into the arms of that stinging frost, in which I had already been struggling for several months on end — and all for some rickety beds.

All the same, the scatterbrain managed to confound me somewhat as well. I wanted to know myself whether the plundered beds were truly as wretched as she had described them, or whether all that wheedling had been nothing but the pretext of a wicked fairy spoiling for a fight at any cost.

After so much turmoil and quarrelling I expected to see them settling down at last — but where was such happiness to be found! A yet more gifted troublemaker was immediately found to take the quarrelsome fairy's place. One of the young lads had begun to stir up tremendous mischief in there. He was incessantly pestering his dear father, questioning him in a somewhat bewildered manner, probing him with the same question that was already causing me unbearable headaches.

The handsome young lad wanted to know why his elder brother was sleeping on the bench-bed with his belly stretched out toward the stove — where the warmest spot naturally was — while they were obliged to lie stretched out on their narrow, creaking beds, which did indeed creak, without enjoying the same privileges and advantages.

— Each person sleeps where they deserve! he replied without losing his temper — and I mention this because I would certainly have lost mine in his place — advising his young lad afterwards with delicacy to get himself a big enemy's head just like his fearless elder brother, and then he would most certainly sleep like a nobleman on the bench-bed as he wished — but until then he should be content and get used to it, the blockhead — he did not call him blockhead, but that is what I believe he ought to have said — with the bed that had been assigned to him.

Yes, you wretched souls, they were actually talking about a severed head! A decapitated enemy's head the likes of which I had never seen before in my entire life. Allow me to say a few words of praise — or perhaps even more than a few — in defence of the son who lay with his belly stretched out toward the stove like a steward. That hulking great lad deserved in full measure the privilege, the honour offered with such pride and esteem by the head of the family.
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I had seen severed heads before, but that one struck even me as extraordinarily large! What surprised me above all was that painstaking process of wrapping and labelling they had applied to it, as though they were preparing the skull for sale. The poor thing had arrived packaged in a transparent film which enveloped his entire head all the way around, with a shiny label stuck to it specifying the name of the decapitated enemy, the name of the battlefield where he had been defeated, and the pretext or reason for the outbreak of hostilities. The poor head sat there with its tongue hanging out, drooping limply all the way to the chin, one could still observe with the naked eye — judging by the red and puffy cheeks — how recent the decapitation had been.

A large, elongated gash stretched across his sweat-soaked forehead, most likely acquired from the blade of some frenzied axe, and on the left cheek one could observe a hole like a stomach ulcer, deep enough at first glance to have pierced several bones of the skull. To this day I have never understood why it was necessary to wrap him with such meticulous care, such painstaking precision, as though it were a fresh vegetable perfectly suited for pickling. There in Russia, I imagine, they have their own specific protocols and procedures by which they conduct themselves, so there is no point in my offering an opinion on a matter I have no mastery of. In Romania too, of course, labels of this kind — more or less sophisticated — are sometimes applied, intended to provide the most essential information. All the same, what interests us above all is the specification of the expiry date and the individual's name, without any additional useless details that brought no added value in the end. How many children the enemy had, or in which battle the man had been decapitated, were ultimately details of scant importance to someone who wished to partake of the soft and unctuous rind of the enemy's ear. The outlaws might not have known much about his origins, but at the same time nobody could afford to overlook the expiry date of the skull.

So commit this to memory once and for all!

In most cases a decapitated head begins to spoil after three days from the cutting if it is not kept cold, and after seven days even if you keep it in the coolest of cellars. For me the most important thing has always been to cook it while it is fresh, since only in this way can one savour the specific aroma of the brain and the boiled bones. From what I understand, you fry it — you don't boil it? Well, each to their own taste. I do consider it more wholesome boiled, but who cares about my culinary preferences now.

Nobody cared very much about the poor outlaw whose head had been decapitated and packaged like a vegetable either.

Shall I tell you something very interesting about him before it slips my mind? I cannot remember the last time I had been so frightened! As he sat there with his tongue hanging out and his eyes closed, at a certain moment, entirely unexpectedly for his host, the deranged creature began to sing! And not just singing idly, the way drunkards do under fences, but singing truly extraordinarily beautifully!

At the time I still did not quite understand what melody was shooting out of the blockhead's mouth. With time I began to come to my senses, however. It was a traditional Russian song which, if I am not mistaken, was called "Kalinka" — very merry, among other things, and full of wit. And there you have it — with his head cut off, without a trunk, arms or legs, the humiliated outlaw defeated in battle was suddenly seized by the urge to sing! At that moment he still did not know, poor soul, he had not the slightest suspicion about the dizzying surprise his masters had prepared for him. In fact they intended to put his singing head to boil in their kasha — that is what they call porridge there, and perhaps that is precisely why, I think, such great merriment was swelling within our grand singer! Knowing absolutely nothing about the dreadful trouble that awaited him eagerly with its sleeves rolled up, he was without doubt in seventh heaven.

Truth be told, they had not grown terribly sad themselves either, for his touching moans as a rhapsodist of Russian folk music were rather to their liking.

And so they sang along with him, happy beyond measure, after which they danced as well — I tell you, that is exactly how it was! They had placed his head with particular care on one of their round wooden tables, listening to him with pleasure, giggling, laughing, clapping their hands happily, bouncing their feet rhythmically and spinning swiftly like wisps of wind, as though they had not made merry for an entire year until then.

These Russians are very strange indeed! After spending such a great stretch of time among them, I became even more confused about them, I tell you honestly! They are not very industrious, but when someone tries to help themselves to what is theirs, you should see how quickly they roll up their sleeves and then become even more rapacious, coveting the fruits of others by force... but there it is, it seems I have gone on rather too long. This is neither the place nor the right time for such stories.

By the time the dancing had ended, along with the frenzied clapping and the deafening whooping, but above all by the time he had finally understood what was about to happen to him — well, from that very second not a single song, not a single melody came shooting from the lips of our impassioned performer.

He had attempted there to cobble together a negotiation, a peace treaty if you will, between the warring parties, but you understand very well, just as I understood for that matter, the utter futility of those vain and plaintive supplications.

Yes, decapitated as he was, he kept struggling to manipulate them, to stir some measure of pity in them — but where does one expect to find mercy from outlaws, and Russian ones at that! On top of everything, the poor souls were also hungry. I, for my part — and I am not in the least ashamed to admit it — was praying with all my might to every saint I knew at that moment to deliver me from trouble.

I was praying for the scoundrels to throw him into the boiling cauldron as quickly as possible!

I trust you can work out for yourselves why! If they did not prepare their savoury porridge from his skull, who do you think they would have used in his place? I am grateful — I would even say very grateful — for all the benefits my pretty and charming head affords me, and I have no desire for it to be used, now or ever, do you understand, in place of butter or lard! For that is precisely what had been explained to the decapitated one — they would use his head forthwith instead of fat, to make their porridge — or rather their kasha, as they are accustomed to calling it in their language — as succulent and tasty as possible!

Shortly after I had heard those savages begging him, imploring him to calm down, to close his chattering mouth at last, since the porridge was already coming to the boil and they could not bring themselves to do away with him, could not bring themselves to throw him into the cauldron, without first allowing the scoundrel to share everything he had on his mind.

And that was precisely what astonished me most about them!

Their insensitivity, but above all their boundless cruelty, was sometimes intertwined with feelings of gentleness and kindness the likes of which I had rarely witnessed before! In a fraction of a second, no more, the swift transition could be made from "I love you beyond measure, dear enemy" to "allow me to wring your throat with your own innards." This sort of attitude and behaviour, believe me, no longer surprised anyone!

In the end, what more can I say — they finished him off! Afterwards, you should have seen how they licked their lips, how they moaned, praising in complete unanimity the unmistakeable flavour of the thing, on and on without end.

It had been the most delicious, the most appetising kasha they had ever wolfed down. With their bellies full to the chin they had murmured tender stories all night long about their mocked enemy — what a brave man of noble stock he had been, what a noble outlaw, pure and unsullied, and only his merciless, if not downright wicked fate, was to blame for his tragic end.

I agree with their assertions!

An enemy's head makes everything more delicious, not just the porridge — don't go explaining the theory of matches to me — but if they like porridge, what right do we have to stand in the way of their happiness? Especially when I remember them all grinning with particularly satisfied and contented faces.

Very well, I exaggerated somewhat. As almost always happens in such circumstances, a fool was eventually found to make a fuss, naturally.

Growing ever more emboldened in his impudence, he was probing his brother with spite, teasing him incessantly, cheekily and perfidiously reproaching him for having brought, with great difficulty, a measly defeated enemy's head from battle, and now sitting there with his belly in the sun living like a nobleman — then asking him afterwards, seemingly trying deliberately to irritate him, where that celebrated head was, since he could not see it anywhere!

— Father put it in the kasha, you numbskull! Have you forgotten when you stuffed into yourself, like a man possessed, three plates filled to the brim, about to overflow?

The outlaw's justified indignation could be understood even by a wretch like his brother — except that the latter had no intention of conceding defeat, proudly pointing out how greatly he had been mistaken. In reality he had crammed in precisely four plates and by no means three, as had been erroneously stated! After which he dared to utter an even more staggering piece of nonsense.

That scrawny enemy skull had not even deserved those thunderous praises it had received. He was trying, naturally, to provoke his brother even further. That was all he knew how to do — just prattle on senselessly like a dimwit. What offensive words came shooting out of him, you would not even want to imagine! The braggart went on endlessly about how he had supposedly feasted on far more delicious heads.

Oh goodness — let us be serious! Even now I cannot understand how his tongue had not rotted in his mouth from so many lies and malicious words uttered.

It was extraordinarily difficult for the envious one to accept the harsh and unyielding reality, which everyone else in that hovel had accepted — everyone except him. Nobody could therefore deny the abilities of the resourceful brother, who was far more skilled at cutting and packaging enemy skulls.

At that very moment, that same spiteful and envious brother suddenly opened a new subject of conversation, namely that of the crepes, asking very serenely — his belly still rumbling with satisfaction — when they would finally get to eat those as well.

Everyone looked — or I would even say stared — at the boor, surprised, incredulous, stupefied, you can imagine! Even the father, who was still scrawling with obvious effort on that crumpled scrap of paper, composing his letter to the enemy, had gazed bewilderedly at his mad lad. Someone had asked him, quite rightly, what on earth possessed him to go after the crepes when he had barely just finished stuffing down nearly half a cauldron of porridge?

And how do you think the lunatic replied?

— I shall eat all the crepes, let that be clear from now! Your crepes, mummy, yours, daddy, and yours, dear brother — all of them will most certainly end up in my belly!

He had delivered his speech passionately, full of verve, with a hungry, greedy voice, as though at that moment the only thing missing from his life were those crepes. I was not even paying him much attention, yet even I felt like landing several good smacks on his pampered neck, so greatly did he irritate me! What then could the other members of his family say, who for years and years on end had been forced to accept his infuriating whims and habits?

His immaculate mummy, as the sons liked to call her, was probably the only being who paid him almost no attention at all. Even less, I would say, than I did myself! What did she care about other people's cravings and troubles when she had a great abundance of her own. Suddenly a heavy anger had begun to take hold of her heart seemingly out of nowhere. At a certain point she nearly felt like tearing her ears off entirely from spite — that is precisely how fiercely she had been enraged.

While the master of the house went on battling with that cursed letter, straining to finish it at last, from our scatterbrained mummy hot steams of fury began to shoot out with intensity!

The fairy's outlaw had, to everyone's regret but above all to hers, the wretched habit of growling under his breath like a bear sunk in the deepest of slumbers — without doing so, mind you, in any conscious or intentional manner. He simply felt the urge to growl throughout all activities that struck him as more demanding. The letter was not really all that important, truth be told, yet as though deliberately, a wild, fierce and unyielding longing for his enemy tormented him relentlessly!

He wished with all his heart to set down on paper a message as lively as possible, steeped in the most authentic emotions and feelings, so that his enemy might not hesitate for even a single moment — but would come to visit him as urgently as possible on the first express train.

And so, writing and growling, and writing and growling again, seemingly without end, his fairy finally exploded, igniting on the spot like a scorching torch — the poor thing had endured as much as she could endure, but how long can one go on growling like that!

She therefore flew at him screaming, worse than a rabid cat, scolding him, mocking him, insulting him with great relish and insatiability. What had possessed the lunatic to growl and whimper at this hour! She also wanted to know what he kept scratching away at on that piece of paper with such ferocity, as though his entire life depended on it.

It was from her very bed that his grating growls could be heard, preventing her from closing a single eye — not one — even though the lady was dead with exhaustion. I then saw her sit up, rather agitated, approaching her outlaw's worktable trembling with fury. I was already prepared for anything from the blockhead, but do you know what happened next? Absolutely nothing happened, my dears! She had neither struck him nor insisted any further that he stop his tiresome growling, but had merely asked him — admittedly in a somewhat irritable tone — what was that blackish gunk he kept dipping his pen into.

— Writing ink, the outlaw explained with great calm and understanding.

His insufferable fairy was unfortunately incapable of grasping even this.

And so, pierced to the very marrow with indignation, our outlaw offered her an even more enlightening explanation. Ink was often used by savages when composing their messages, dispatches, love letters and such like, in order to maintain contact with their loved ones, but also with their own enemies.

Having drawn a greedy gulp of air deep into his chest, he asked her somewhat respectfully to stop sitting on his head like a dazed bedbug, especially when she could see perfectly well that he was making efforts bordering on the superhuman not to leap at her throat. Words came to him with difficulty as it was. He had no need whatsoever of a madwoman nearby to make his life even harder.

I had seen all manner of things reflected on her revolting face until then, but that feeling of deep and bewildering confusion I observed for the very first time. What had confused her so greatly I was about to find out at that very moment!

By the way, she had not moved so much as a centimetre from the spot where she had planted herself a moment before, but instead immediately took her outlaw to task with questions!

— And what — is blood no longer any good, or how? Since when, pray tell, do you use the ink of filth for letters?

When she had said the word "filth" with contempt she had been referring, evidently, first and foremost to people. I too knew how to be irritating, impudent and quarrelsome, but her impertinent way of burrowing into one's soul like a venomous serpent had forced me to appreciate all the more the nature of my own delicate personality. I was, without doubt, nowhere near as insufferable, as quarrelsome, as deranged as my outlaw usually characterised me. That fairy was quite simply asking for a beating by candlelight, and given the persistent efforts she made at every turn, she would most certainly find it in the end.

Had the master of the hovel not been so deeply absorbed in that crumpled piece of paper upon which he was diligently setting down his immortal ideas, our helpless one, without house or home, would long since have received, in my opinion, a mighty mace across the backside!

And even now I remember how he sweated profusely while composing his profound thoughts as concisely and precisely as possible, as though trying to chisel them with a hammer into stone. Sometimes, seized by great vexation and distress because a figure of speech or a more colourful turn of phrase would not come to him, he felt like banging his very head against the walls. So frustrating and tormenting was the act of writing for him.

He had just been finishing a convoluted sentence when he had asked his mad fairy once again to calm down at last. Blood may well have been superior, why deny it — and yet he, personally, had absolutely no desire to stab the belly or chest of some wretched outlaw in order to set down his letter. He barely had the strength to finish that blasted telegram.

Oh, even I had understood him! Only his fairy, it seemed, was incapable of understanding him. Do you know what the lunatic said to him in return?

— Very well, she began, let us say I have understood you. I calmly accept this nonsensical answer empty of all sense! Addled and scatterbrained as you are, I nevertheless strive to penetrate to the very end the essence of your madness. All the same I would like to remind you of one essential detail which has apparently escaped you. This blackish ink must first be purchased, and if you don't purchase it, you had better take it by force from someone! You won't find it rolling about unattended on every street corner.

With blood, however, the matter is far simpler — you stab someone under the armpit, and done! In a single stroke you have several litres of fresh blood, ideal both for drafting your letters and for satisfying your other special needs.

Well then, try and say something after that! I heard her say it, on my honour. I am inventing nothing! There would be no point in making anything up, since my own fabrications would always pale shamefully beside her lunatic assertions. According to her way of thinking, stabbing someone was a trifling matter! And yet she continued to surprise me.

From her revolting expression I could see, I could feel, how impatient she was to irritate her outlaw before bedtime!

She did not stay still for a single moment. Without many explanations, she flew at him just then, shrieking like a harridan, asking him what he kept scrawling away at so passionately, and why he had not yet written her even one tormented love poem, so that she too might have something to boast about in front of other fairies in the province.

— You have gone and burned three whole candles for that blasted letter, she added, without caring in the slightest about his inner state. Can you not write in the dark? Must you absolutely waste my precious wax candles as well?

You did not need a great deal of intelligence to see how the master's every last innard was sizzling inside him like something in a cauldron, especially after hearing her comment in that vile and contemptuous manner. Truth be told, he was irritated almost always, even with those who had done him no wrong. But even so, at least from a spirit of self-preservation if not for any other reason, it was advisable to maintain as generous a distance as possible from his bloody mace, whose bite one never knew when or in what circumstances it might come lunging at you. His fairy, however, did not appear to heed these judicious recommendations in the slightest, standing defiantly before him, nearly hanging from his neck, posing the same question she had initially addressed to him, but this time in a voice so shrill and grating as I had never heard before. "Three candles, you are burning, do you hear me, three candles — and for whose sake? You have gone and started flattering your enemies again," she upbraided him with cheeks flushed and ready to burst into flames at any moment. She was morally prepared to give him a smack on the back of the neck, except that at the last second she recalled the bumps and swollen bruises she had received the previous week, which had still not fully healed.

For all the anger and indignation seething in the outlaw's soul at that moment, he nevertheless continued calmly about his business, with one hand composing his letter with composure, and with the other keeping his greedy fairy in check, carefully pushing her sweaty face away from his. Unruffled as ever, he had immediately proceeded to deliver the next necessary and judicious explanation.

He was in fact writing the invitation to enmity destined for his beloved enemy!

Even though he perfectly understood the futility of the gesture, he nonetheless went to the trouble of explaining to her all the subtleties of the process, which she ought normally to have known on her own.

The enemy was not going to come to visit him of his own accord. He needed to be invited first! An excellent point, is it not?

Ah, even now I cannot help but laugh when I remember that maddening creature straining with all her might to burrow into his soul, the veins in her neck tensing while her outlaw, without much effort, merely with one hand propped against his weary forehead, pushed her lazily aside, working diligently at the same time on his precious missive, paying his wayward fairy almost no attention, as though she did not exist at all.

But that spiritual tranquillity of the master's did not last very long, unfortunately!

At a certain point, when the fairy's wailing seemed as though it would never cease, he allowed himself to warn her in a somewhat sharp tone of the imminent dangers that were most certainly lying in wait. If she did not go to bed immediately — so began his heated warning — the poor man had no other solution but to knock her head against the walls three times until she finally came to her senses!

He had said all of this with the greatest affection and consideration, you can well imagine. I remember him swelling with enormous pride at his threat. He had used the most fitting and persuasive words possible. There was nothing more to add — and yet the fairy had prepared a fitting retort for him a few moments later! I myself marvelled at how quickly she could fashion them, while also marvelling at her oratorical talent for delivering them in that perfidious and irritating tone, unique to her alone.

— You are to blame! she shrieked, displaying two bulging eyes ready at any moment to leap from their sockets. The mattress is too hard, and on top of that it is stained with the enemy's blood. Could you not have brought me a cleaner one?

When the poor outlaw had heard her delivering with indolence such a staggering piece of stupidity, after three days of fighting for those beds, he truly no longer knew what to say to her or how to react to her reply, utterly devoid of any decency. What had she imagined until then — that the enemy had simply handed over the beds of his own free will, without having put up any resistance or without any bloodshed?

Of course there had been bloodshed, and a great deal of it!

— But what do you want these beds to be stained with — milk? he asked her. I shall beg, madam, next time the enemy to bleed with apricot jam so as not to cause you any inconvenience! Whatever mattresses the poor man had, those are the ones I brought you! In Moscow they only have mattresses like these. Go and write a complaint right now if you don't like them.

And the fairy might well have written not just one but two or even more — but first she wanted to make known to all the long-awaited revelation. You see, her foolish outlaw knew nothing, while she supposedly knew everything!

— I only told you, and not just once, to go to Petersburg. There you would certainly have found more decent beds. Beds that would not break my back! Could you please explain to me why every outlaw in his right mind goes there, and only you saw fit to spill the blood of the fools in the capital? Listen to what I am telling you! Listen to me...

Our outlaw let her rattle on like that for another five minutes or so, knowing all her spoilt habits perfectly well. When the restlessness seized her unexpectedly, there was nothing at all you could do about it. Perhaps in Petersburg he would indeed have found more distinguished mattresses — luxury ones, as it were — but what could he do when emotionally the capital was far dearer to his heart!

And besides, Moscow's cuisine had always prided itself on rich traditions in the baking of pretzels, and pretzels meant everything to him!

What is more, when visiting Moscow he felt somewhat on his own skin — and this is no metaphor, he truly felt it — the entire greatness and power of the empire that seemed to stretch without end!

— What are you thinking about now? his wicked fairy suddenly wanted to know. Why are you so pleased with yourself, pray tell? What did you see there that has lit up your face like that?

The lady still had a great many questions rattling about in her head, and yet all of a sudden she had calmed down. She realised it herself, for by nature she was not foolish in the least. The patience of the hovel's master was by no means unlimited!

— I have finished it at last! I was on the verge of gouging my eyes out from frustration, it is true, and yet, in spite of all the difficulties, I have completed it, he whooped, both eyes shining with happiness. Done! That is enough out of you, scatterbrain! Listen instead to my brilliant letter — listen, you dizzy creature, to my immortal letter to my mortal enemy!

— Daddy! Read it as loudly as you can, please, we beg you. We want to hear it too, came the sons' voices imploring him in unison, each from his own bed, anticipating a great celebration!

For them, the hearing of an invitation to enmity was without any doubt an event of great magnitude, which they could not afford to miss for the life of them. It had always given them great pleasure, ever since early childhood, to listen with ardour to their daddy's touching epistles. Yes, he struggled, he suffered, he wept, cursing one person or another, and yet he had never done anything carelessly, merely for show — quite the contrary!

Well, in the end it was not strictly necessary to cobble together a great work of art, sprung from the pen of a great thinker. Each outlaw composed his own as he saw fit, drawing inspiration from his own experiences. Some wrote using a fairly simple, modest language, entirely devoid of flourishes, going straight to the point! I have seen such dispatches — very short ones, made up of two or three sentences, in which the outlaw was warned to come as urgently as possible to visit his enemy, failing which decapitation of the skull was promised. But at the same time I have also come across epistles in the fullest sense of the word, with thunderous phrases of the kind one finds in pretentious French novels — "without the warmth of your breath, my dear enemy, I feel my life holds no meaning", or "my eyes are plunged into an ocean of pain and despair when I do not see you close beside me" — and such like. So as I was saying, there truly exists a great abundance, an endless amalgam of styles and writing techniques, and each person uses the one that suits his nature best. I was enormously fond of the Russian's direct, punchy style, free of all circumlocution, which suited my own artistic sensibilities extraordinarily well. It was not of Dostoevsky's calibre, naturally, but it was nonetheless far more profound and captivating than anything Tolstoy ever wrote.

The master wished to read his invitation just as much as his sons wished to hear it, and that was why he had raised his voice to make himself heard as well as possible by everyone. Above all by that madwoman who adored tormenting him endlessly.

— Hold on, fairy, don't be so agitated — I shall give you leave to shriek after midnight, only let me have some peace myself. I want to read my sons this masterpiece!

That was all the young lads needed to hear. In one voice they had ordered their mummy with great courtesy to swallow that wretched snout of hers, and their daddy, after their prompt intervention — which required no further addition — began almost immediately to read it with great emotion, with a kind of reverence even, as though reciting a passage from Holy Scripture. I do not remember, as you can imagine, the exact flourishes and nonsenses he had written in there, but I caught something of it myself — so please do not be cross with me if some detail, more or less important, from his impertinent missive should happen to slip my mind.
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"Dear enemy, so he began it seems, your beloved, adulated and venerated foe from great Russia writes to you with particular respect and appreciation. I have truly missed you, dear one, and I can hardly wait for us to meet again soon. I miss you so greatly that I have begun counting the days, do you understand? What news from your part of the world? Here with us, for instance, it snows and snows again, and I have the impression it will go on snowing endlessly until the snowfall swallows all the earth around. It is so cold here that even your tongue freezes in your mouth. One of my sons, who is rather dim-witted — you know which one — has been going about recently with a frozen tongue! Even though I made the scoundrel sleep three nights in a row next to the stove. You can imagine just how stiff his mouth got from the cold!

But never mind, it will pass! I lived for a month without a head and nobody wept for me. Oh, look how I waste your time with my nonsensical stories. In the end, to the devil with that son! It was not for that purpose that I composed this beautiful missive. I have far more interesting tales to tell you. Ah, I hardly know how to begin. Well then, here is some cheerful news for you.

I have finally got myself a brand new mace!

You should see what sharp spikes it has and how sturdy it is! Thank goodness for that blockhead from Romania whom I plundered, for otherwise I would not have laid my hands on such a jewel in a hundred years. The handle is wrapped in sheepskin, do you hear me? Real, authentic sheep, taken for walks through the mountains, bleating all day long and giving milk if you milk her. With such a warm handle my fingers will never freeze, not even in the most dreadful weather. Listen further! In its sharp spikes you can still find tender pieces of fresh outlaw flesh, it buries itself so well in the enemy's body. With the naked eye one can observe the irreproachable craftsmanship and dedication of the master who gave it life.

Zephyr — for that is what the scatterbrain is called, the one from whom I took it — has already promised me a cruel and merciless revenge, can you imagine? Oh, what can I say? I am trembling with fear, no less!

And yet I have no need of his stupid revenge, you understand? It is you I miss, my dear! When will you finally come to visit me? You will also have the opportunity to make closer acquaintance with my mace. You will convince yourself of its virility firsthand.

It buries itself extraordinarily well in any kind of flesh, whether the sturdy flesh of an outlaw or some wretched creature of a fairy. I shall personally see to that! I await you therefore with great fondness at Christmas, as usual. Come at least five days early so that we may fight as in the old days, and on the 7th of January we shall celebrate the Birth of Christ together — what do you say?

By the way, I have one more important piece of news to tell you! Just now I made myself some delicious crepes with cheese and potatoes, and I can hardly wait to tuck into them. If you come, my dear enemy, I promise to share them brotherly with you, as only the most precious of enemies deserve to be treated.

If even these judicious arguments have not convinced you, allow me then to address you one final question. How many weeks or even months have passed since I last struck you on the head with my mace? Have you not missed at all the old days when we merrily drove the sharp spikes of the mace into each other's skulls? For me, I tell you sincerely, those unique moments of enmity and cruelty are like sweet butter for my heart, like honey crystallised by bees for my soul, like melted lard for my hungry stomach. I am a poet besides, you realise! Just see how many beautiful metaphors I have dashed off one after another simply thinking of you. I hope with all my heart that you feel the same! With fondness and respect, your eternal enemy, Pirojok."

After finishing reading that charming masterpiece, the father wondered somewhat pensively whether he had perhaps cobbled together an invitation that was too soft. He was considering among other things adding some more acidic threats — that he would hang his enemy's entire family from a post if the wretch dared not to visit him at Christmas — but the sons had advised him with great warmth not to change a single thing, praising him ardently for the inspiration of having mentioned his new mace, which would most certainly arouse his enemy's curiosity.

"Who would not want to see a new mace, and a Romanian one at that, where it is said that since time immemorial the finest spikes, swords and axes were forged," they explained to him.

You yourselves will have realised who the blockhead in the letter was, from whom he had borrowed the mace — more by force than by choice.

Yes, yes, I know I mentioned his name — but I wanted to see how attentive you were!

By the way, I was not at all upset when I heard him nicknaming my outlaw in such a humiliating fashion. I knew he was perfectly right. Zephyr indeed was — and probably still is — a great blockhead!

Returning now to the letter, everyone seemed largely satisfied with the father's composition. With the exception of the son with the frozen tongue — but he was, naturally, an entirely insignificant minority.

He had also included small notes of touching nostalgia, reminding his enemy of the beautiful times in the not too distant past. He had had the splendid idea of fixing the period for the battle to coincide with the celebration of Christmas — especially since his plans did not interfere in any way with those of his enemy, who celebrated his own Christmas on the 25th of December, in the European fashion. He then also introduced that detail about the crepes, which had been by no means accidental, knowing perfectly well the enemy's appetite for them.

It was not a perfect invitation, let us be clear — but neither was it necessary to contrive a self-important novel stuffed with philosophical pretensions in order to explain to your enemy how many axes or maces he was about to receive over the skull. From my point of view, the master's missive required no changes whatsoever. It did not strike me as pretentious in the slightest — a quality that had always irritated me enormously — while at the same time containing the necessary feelings of tenderness and love toward his enemy, without whom he could apparently not imagine his existence.

The father kept reading it to himself in a rather tense manner, searching anxiously among its lines for errors of expression or some inconsistency, when something utterly unexpected happened within the walls of his hovel, now wrapped in darkness!

At first he could not believe it at all. His mind had surely gone entirely dark! It simply could not be happening — and yet his weather-beaten ears bore incontestable witness. From so much tiring and uninterrupted writing, his mind had apparently begun to go completely off the rails. It seemed to him highly improbable that someone would deliberately produce such dubious sounds from their mouth, would emit in front of the entire family sounds so shameful. All of a sudden the master had the strange, yet entirely real and palpable impression that from the walls, ceiling and floor of his house there was pouring with insatiability the lowing of a frightened, terrified, wounded animal. That dreadful lowing I could hear as well, even though I was outside, still freezing and shivering with a horse's tail hanging over my head like a fur hat.

Suddenly Pirojok, along with his bewildered skull, began examining his entire family from the youngest to the oldest — more annoyed than angry — trying to unravel the mystery of that unsettling lowing.
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— What is that sound? What is all this commotion? Fairy, is it you swelling up to low like a cow in the middle of the night?

His deranged fairy initially thought not to make a sound, trying thereby to floor the shameless fellow with her tomblike silence — except that she knew what she knew! In the end she would have been forced to open her wretched mouth to offer him some explanations. As she lay there in bed, waving her hands in extreme irritation, she had brought to his attention all the grievances she had accumulated in her perfidious soul over the course of time. After which, suddenly and unexpectedly, a sleep far too sweet to bother being angry with her boorish outlaw had overcome her. She had then actually ordered him to leave her in peace immediately before something even worse happened!

What calamity the lady was referring to and in precisely what manner it was to manifest itself I never quite understood — but the wretch was perfectly right, I must admit, despite all the contempt and hatred I feel for her.

Nobody would have dared reproach our virginal fairy with anything at that moment. In the instant the outlaw had gone to examine her, she was indeed lying there meek and peaceful in bed with both eyes closed.

Her sons, on the other hand — and here I truly had no idea what was happening with them — generally pretended to be dead in the corn! Only when Pirojok set
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