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		FROM THE DARKNESS

		In this remote village of ours we are in the grip of terrible ignorance and superstition. Here I am, wanting to go outside to relieve myself, but at this moment hordes of bats are flying about, like leaves blown by an October wind, their wings knocking against the window panes, and I am afraid that one of them will get into my hair and I will never be able to get it out. So I am sitting here, comrades, instead of going out, repressing my need, and writing this report for you.

		Well, as far as the purchase of grain is concerned, this has been falling ever since the devil appeared at the mill and took off his cap in an elegant greeting. His cap was in three colours: red, white and blue, and on it was embroidered Tour de la Paix. The peasants have been avoiding the mill, and the manager and his wife were driven by worry to drink until one day he splashed her with vodka and set her on fire. Then he left for the People’s University, where he is going to read Marxism so that, as he says, he has something to put against those irrational elements.

		And the manager’s wife died in the flames and we have one more ghost.

		I have to tell you that at night something howls here; howls so terribly that your heart almost stops beating. Some say that it is the spirit of poor Karas, who never had a bean, cursing the rich kulaks; others say that it is wealthy Krywon, complaining after death about the compulsory deliveries. A proper class war.

		My cabin stands on the edge of the forest, alone. The night is black, the forest is black and my thoughts are like ravens. One day my neighbour, Jusienga, was sitting on a tree stump by the forest, reading Horizons of Technology, when something got at him from the back so that for three days he never stopped staring vacantly.

		We need your advice, comrades, because we are alone here, miles from anywhere, surrounded only by distance and graves.

		A forester has told me that at full moon in the clearings heads without bodies roll about, chase each other, knock at each other’s cold foreheads as if they wanted something, but come dawn they all disappear and there are only trees left to murmur, not too loudly because they are afraid. Oh my God, nothing will make me go outside, not even the greatest need.

		And it is the same with everything. You talk about Europe, comrades, but here. … No sooner do we pour our milk into jugs than hunchback dwarfs appear from somewhere and spit into it.

		One night old Mrs. Glus woke up swimming in sweat. She looked at her eiderdown and what did she see? The small credit, that had been given to us before the elections (so that we could build a bridge here) and died suddenly without Extreme Unction, that credit was sitting on her eiderdown, all green and choking with laughter. The old woman started to scream but nobody came to see what was the matter. Can one be sure who is screaming and from what ideological position?

		And at the spot where we were to have the bridge an artist got drowned. He was only two years old, but already a genius. Had he grown up he would have understood and described everything. But now all he can do is to fly about and fluoresce.
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		Of course, all those happenings have changed our psychology. People believe in sorcery and superstition. Only yesterday they found a skeleton behind Mocza’s barn. The priest says that it is a political skeleton. They believe in ghosts and things, and even in witches. True, we have one woman who takes milk away from the cows and gives them fever, but we want to get her to join the Party and in this way deprive the enemies of progress of at least one argument.

		How those bats flap their wings. Christ! how they fly and squeak “pee pee” and again “pee pee”. There is nothing like those big houses where everything must be inside and there is no need to go into the bushes.

		But there are even worse things than that. As I am writing this the door has opened and a pig’s snout has appeared. It is looking at me very queerly, it is staring at me …

		Have I not told you that things are different here?
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		BIRTHDAY

		I paid my first call on the lawyer and his wife. Their drawing-room was in semi-darkness. Daylight was barely seeping through the curtains and through a jungle of asparagus fern. I found the lady of the house wearing a frock with a pattern of large, exotic butterflies. She was sitting in an easy chair that was draped in a white linen loose cover. From the dusk above my head a spider of a chandelier was peering at me, ringing softly with its crystal pendants whenever a heavy vehicle passed by. Only when my eyes got accustomed to the poor light did I notice in the far corner of the room, under a palm tree, some sort of a play-pen of the kind used by toddlers, only this one was much taller. Behind the wooden bars a man was sitting on a stool. He was doing embroidery.

		As the hostess neither introduced us nor did she pay any attention to him, I felt it would have been tactless to make any enquiries and I pretended not to see him, but I was somewhat embarrassed. Custom prescribes that a visit of that nature should last a certain time; when this had elapsed I rose to go. On my way out I cast a curious glance at the play-pen but all I could see was the profile of a head bent over the embroidery. The hostess saw me to the door and, before we parted, invited me to her husband’s birthday party the following Saturday.

		As a stranger to the little town I was not familiar with its peculiarities, among which I counted what I had just seen in the lawyer’s drawing-room. I assumed, however, that my next visit would bring a solution of the mystery.

		On the appointed day I dressed carefully and made for the lawyer’s villa. I could see it from a distance, not only because it was the most imposing house in the town, but, on this occasion, it was brightly illuminated, its lights reflected in the bakelite-black river which was flowing near by. A firework broke in the sky above the town hall—that was the local militia station joining in the celebrations of the lawyer’s birthday in which the whole population of the town was taking part.

		The gate was ajar. Through the half-open front door light was falling on the path. I entered the drawing-room and was blinded by the blaze of the chandelier. The white loose covers had disappeared from the easy chairs. I noticed among those present the red face of the priest and the yellow faces of the chemist and his wife; the doctor and the chairman of the work co-operative were there, both with their wives, and the owner of a modest workshop which produced penholders for the Government. He, too, had his spouse with him. The lawyer came forward to greet me.

		I offered my best wishes and handed over my present. His wife, who was wearing a magnificent gown, invited me to sit down. At first I could not very well look round, but when I joined in the conversation I started to glance unobtrusively in the direction of the corner of the room. Yes, I was not mistaken. Under the palm tree was the pen, and inside it the man. He was somewhat better dressed than the last time I saw him and he seemed to be dozing with his head resting in his hands. As far as politeness permitted I kept on watching him out of the corner of my eye, but the other guests, all of them frequent visitors to the house, paid not the slightest attention to him and were engrossed in their loud and gay conversation, as becomes a birthday party. It seemed to me that the man, feeling my eyes on him, woke up for a moment, but immediately went back to sleep with complete indifference.

		For some time, while joining in the laughter and discussion, pulling the leg of the chemist and exchanging thoughts with the priest, I tried in vain to solve the riddle. Suddenly the double doors were thrown open and the servants brought in a table resplendent with silver and food and drink. The host’s children made their appearance, and amid the general animation caused by the arrival of the supper we all sat down at the table. A few toasts added to the gaiety of the company, the hubbub of voices grew louder. Then, through the tinkling of glasses, the din of knives and forks, the silvery laughter of women and the throaty jokes of men, I could hear singing. Yes, it was the man in the pen. To the soft accompaniment of a balalaika came the nostalgic melody of “Volga, Volga …” The company greeted the song with utter indifference as if it were a canary singing.

		Next came “Black Eyes”, followed by a gayer song. Dessert was being served and soon the table was enveloped in a cloud of cigarette smoke. I noticed that the host’s children, with the permission of their mother, took a bottle of cherry brandy from the table and poured some of it through the wooden bars into a glass which they had given to the man. He put his balalaika aside, drank the brandy, and then resumed his singing.

		The priest started a discussion with me on the subject of Darwin’s theory of evolution, so I could not watch the man in the pen with any great attention. “There are those,” argued the priest, “who claim that man is a descendant of the monkey. One thing is certain: those who say so are themselves descendants of apes.” I was beginning to feel the effect of all the drinks I had had, but I noticed that the man in the pen himself was under the influence of alcohol.

		My host caught the direction of my gaze. “Do you know who that is?” he asked with a laugh. “It was an idea of my wife’s. She wouldn’t have a canary or anything like that in her drawing-room. It’s common, she says. So I got her a live progressive. Don’t be afraid of him. He’s been tamed.”

		The other guests, amused, were staring at the man with the balalaika. The lawyer continued his explanation.

		“He’s local. For a few years he was wild and even caused some damage, but recently he became tame, so we keep him in the house. He embroiders, plays the balalaika and sings, but sometimes he looks as if he were longing for something.”

		“Perhaps he’s longing for freedom, or action …” I suggested timidly. “After all he’s a progressive.”

		“Come, now. He’s never had it so good,” objected the lawyer. “He has a roof over his head and assured food, peace, no trouble whatsoever. We’ve trained him to eat out of our hands—you saw for yourself. He isn’t dangerous. We let him out for the National Day celebrations and for the anniversary of the Revolution, so that he can get some exercise. But he always comes back. Anyhow, this is a small town; there’s nowhere for him to hide.”

		While the lawyer was imparting this information to me, the subject of the conversation was gazing around. His brow furrowed. Under his stare the priest’s hand, which was transporting a piece of Emmenthaler to his mouth, was suddenly arrested in mid-air. Conversation stopped. In the silence we heard the rattle of a spoon which fell from the chairman’s fingers. Even the lawyer became serious. The man, fixing his eyes on the banqueting table, grasped the balalaika and began to sing: “To the barricades, workers advance …”

		There was general feeling of relief. The priest swallowed his Emmenthaler and everybody listened to the song with interest. “First class!” shouted the lawyer, laughing and slapping his thighs. The chemist was bent in two with merriment. Only the hostess was displeased.

		“Darling,” she said to her husband, “it’s late. Don’t you think the children should go to bed? And he, he should be covered with his blanket, so that he won’t sing any more tonight.”

		“Right,” said the lawyer, “let the progressive get some sleep.”

		Late that night, when I was among the last guests to go, I passed the pen. It was covered with a velvet bedspread embroidered in mauve flowers. It seemed to me that from underneath it I could hear the soft strains of the balalaika and some singing. I thought I heard the words:

		“Forward, forward …”
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		THE ELEPHANT

		The director of the Zoological Gardens has shown himself to be an upstart. He regarded his animals simply as stepping stones on the road of his own career. He was indifferent to the educational importance of his establishment. In his Zoo the giraffe had a short neck, the badger had no burrow and the whistlers, having lost all interest, whistled rarely and with some reluctance. These shortcomings should not have been allowed, especially as the Zoo was often visited by parties of schoolchildren.

		The Zoo was in a provincial town, and it was short of some of the most important animals, among them the elephant. Three thousand rabbits were a poor substitute for the noble giant. However, as our country developed, the gaps were being filled in a well-planned manner. On the occasion of the anniversary of the liberation, on 22nd July, the Zoo was notified that it had at long last been allocated an elephant. All the staff, who were devoted to their work, rejoiced at this news. All the greater was their surprise when they learnt that the director had sent a letter to Warsaw, renouncing the allocation and putting forward a plan for obtaining an elephant by more economic means.

		“I, and all the staff,” he had written, “are fully aware how heavy a burden falls upon the shoulders of Polish miners and foundry men because of the elephant. Desirous of reducing our costs, I suggest that the elephant mentioned in your communication should be replaced by one of our own procurement. We can make an elephant out of rubber, of the correct size, fill it with air and place it behind railings. It will be carefully painted the correct colour and even on close inspection will be indistinguishable from the real animal. It is well known that the elephant is a sluggish animal and it does not run and jump about. In the notice on the railings we can state that this particular elephant is exceptionally sluggish. The money saved in this way can be turned to the purchase of a jet plane or the conservation of some church monument.

		“Kindly note that both the idea and its execution are my modest contribution to the common task and struggle.

		“I am, etc.”

		This communication must have reached a soulless official, who regarded his duties in a purely bureaucratic manner and did not examine the heart of the matter but, following only the directive about reduction of expenditure, accepted the director’s plan. On hearing the Ministry’s approval, the director issued instructions for the making of the rubber elephant.

		The carcase was to have been filled with air by two keepers blowing into it from opposite ends. To keep the operation secret the work was to be completed during the night because the people of the town, having heard that an elephant was joining the Zoo, were anxious to see it. The director insisted on haste also because he expected a bonus, should his idea turn out to be a success.

		The two keepers locked themselves in a shed normally housing a workshop, and began to blow. After two hours of hard blowing they discovered that the rubber skin had risen only a few inches above the floor and its bulge in no way resembled an elephant. The night progressed. Outside, human voices were stilled and only the cry of the jackass interrupted the silence. Exhausted, the keepers stopped blowing and made sure that the air already inside the elephant should not escape. They were not young and were unaccustomed to this kind of work.

		“If we go on at this rate,” said one of them, “we shan’t finish before the morning. And what am I to tell my Missus? She’ll never believe me if I say that I spent the night blowing up an elephant.”

		“Quite right,” agreed the second keeper. “Blowing up an elephant is not an everyday job. And it’s all because our director is a leftist.”

		They resumed their blowing, but after another half-an-hour they felt too tired to continue. The bulge on the floor was larger but still nothing like the shape of an elephant.

		“It’s getting harder all the time,” said the first keeper.

		“It’s an uphill job, all right,” agreed the second. “Let’s have a little rest.”

		While they were resting, one of them noticed a gas pipe ending in a valve. Could they not fill the elephant with gas? He suggested it to his mate.

		They decided to try. They connected the elephant to the gas pipe, turned the valve, and to their joy in a few minutes there was a full-sized beast standing in the shed. It looked real: the enormous body, legs like columns, huge ears and the inevitable trunk. Driven by ambition the director had made sure of having in his Zoo a very large elephant indeed.

		“First class,” declared the keeper who had the idea of using gas. “Now we can go home.”

		In the morning the elephant was moved to a special run in a central position, next to the monkey cage. Placed in front of a large real rock it looked fierce and magnificent. A big notice proclaimed: “Particularly sluggish. Hardly moves.”

		Among the first visitors that morning was a party of children from the local school. The teacher in charge of them was planning to give them an object-lesson about the elephant. He halted the group in front of the animal and began:
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		“The elephant is a herbivorous mammal. By means of its trunk it pulls out young trees and eats their leaves.”

		The children were looking at the elephant with enraptured admiration. They were waiting for it to pull out a young tree, but the beast stood still behind its railings.

		“… The elephant is a direct descendant of the now extinct mammoth. It’s not surprising, therefore, that it’s the largest living land animal.”

		The more conscientious pupils were making notes.

		“… Only the whale is heavier than the elephant, but then the whale lives in the sea. We can safely say that on land the elephant reigns supreme.”

		A slight breeze moved the branches of the trees in the Zoo.

		“… The weight of a fully grown elephant is between nine and thirteen thousand pounds.”

		At that moment the elephant shuddered and rose in the air. For a few seconds it swayed just above the ground but a gust of wind blew it upwards until its mighty silhouette was against the sky. For a short while people on the ground could still see the four circles of its feet, its bulging belly and the trunk, but soon, propelled by the wind, the elephant sailed above the fence and disappeared above the tree-tops. Astonished monkeys in the cage continued staring into the sky.

		They found the elephant in the neighbouring botanical gardens. It had landed on a cactus and punctured its rubber hide.

		The schoolchildren who had witnessed the scene in the Zoo soon started neglecting their studies and turned into hooligans. It is reported that they drink liquor and break windows. And they no longer believe in elephants.
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