István Csukás:

The Four Lives of Squirrel Cleansy

Once upon a time there was a large forest, on the edge of the large forest there was a big tree, in the big tree there was a hollow and in the hollow lived Squirrel Cleansy. Her fur was shiny and that was no wonder because she used to cleanse it all the time and that is why everybody called her Squirrel Cleansy. 

One day Squirrel Cleansy remained alone in the hollow, her brothers, sisters and parents have already set off into the forest to find some hazel-nuts, pine cones and other fine squirrel treats. Squirrel Cleansy shouted to them that I will go soon but first I will cleanse my fur.

As she was cleansing and polishing her fur, all of a sudden a huge storm broke out! The wind roared, the rain poured, the trees swayed and cracked, and the raindrops were pattering on the leaves. It was thundering and huge lightnings flashed out from the clouds.

Cleansy crouched shivering in the depth of the hollow, she did not even dare to poke her nose out, covered her ears and closed her eyes too.

A huge lightning struck the tree! The tree caught fire and burned smouldering.

The smoke poured into the hollow, Cleansy coughed gasping for air.

"This is no joke!" she thought. "In this smoke one can easily choke!"

Her head was dizzy, her stomach turned, her lungs struggled tensely with the smoke, that is to say she really felt horrible. In the great heat her skin started to dry out and so did her throat too.

"Flee Squirrel Cleansy! Flee to the fresh air," she encouraged herself and climbed out of the hollow. The trunk of the tree glowed, it burned her foot while she staggered down the tree. The ground was covered with hot ashes, she jumped up and down as she run out of the forest.

When she was out from the burning forest, she sat down at the bank of a little brook to have a rest. In the brook the water gurgled quietly and as she took a big breath, Squirrel Cleansy noticed that she was thirsty. She laid down on the water of the brook and drank the cool, clean water in huge gulps. "This was good," she heaved a sigh of satisfaction. Then she discovered that she was hungry and that was no wonder because in the great fire and in the flight she missed her breakfast. With a searching eye she was looking around in the grass for something to eat. Stepping here and jumping there, she found nothing suitable for a squirrel.  "Never mind," she thought, "if there is no nuts and no cones, I will find something else!" She rummaged on the ground and found a red berry. She smelt it, tasted it by biting a small peice of it and found that it had quite a good taste and swallowed the red berry. She continued her search and found a white root. "Ahem, I will try this one too!" she said, and bit into the white root. The root was bitter and Cleansy spit it out. "This is not good! Bitter."

As she was searching and tasting and sampling, she arrived to the edge of a meadow. A small house stood on the edge of the meadow. Squirrel Cleansy looked at it with curiosity to see who lived in there. "The best will be if I approach it cautiously. Then I will cautiously peek in."

So she did, she approached the little house cautiously and peeped through the door cautiously. She was dumbfounded with astonioshment because in the middle of the small house a man with a huge hat was sitting, and around him there was a magpie, a rabbit and a hedgehog! The man with the huge hat started speaking with a smile.

"Come on in, come on in don't be afraid!"

Squirrel Cleansy entered the house then asked with hesitation.

"Who are you?"

"I am the healing man!" was the answer. "And they are my patients and friends: the magpie, the rabbit and the hedgehog."

Squirrel Cleansy just noticed that the magpie's wing was hanging down a bit, the rabbit had a stiff leg and the hedgehog's nose was swollen.

"I see," mumbled Squirrel Cleansy. He is the magpie, he is the rabbit and he is the hedgehog.

Then timidly she asked the man with the huge hat.

"And who am I? Tell me if you are so clever!"

The man with the huge hat kept nodding his hat and smiled.

"I tell you. It is very important for everyone to know about herself who she is! Very important! Because if she knows about herself who she is, then she will find her place in the world. And who finds her place in the world will also find happiness, that is to say will be happy!"

Squirrel Cleansy interrupted him rather impatiently.

"Tell me quickly who I am."

The man with the huge hat puckered up his brow.

"I am telling you, telling you. As I look at you, you are a frightened squirrel kid. As if you have just escaped from some great danger. And as if you sprained your leg a bit. No worries, I will heal it right away. Come closer, don't be afraid!"

Squirrel Cleansy moved closer. The healing man wrapped Cleansy's sprained leg up with a white shawl.

"This is it! This will hold it and keep it warm. And now eat some fine nuts. You like nuts, don't you?"

Squirrel Cleansy nodded her head rapidly indicating that she liked nuts very much! The man with the huge hat gave her nuts in a small basket. Squirrel Cleansy was crunching them happily.

The magpie watched her curiously with his shiny eyes.

"Where did you flee from?"

"From the forest, from the fire!" said Squirrel Cleansy between two crunches.

"Oh!" said the rabbit frightened. "What was the fire like?"

"Hot. And smoky, and sooty," replied Squirrel Cleansy.

"And you were not scared?" asked the hedgehog. 

"Oh yes! I was scared a lot," acknowledged Squirrel Cleansy.

"And what did you do?" continued the hedgehog.

"I was scared. I ran and coughed in the meantime." Squirrel Cleansy looked at them smiling. "But now I am not scared. And I don't run. And don't cough. Because I am here among you! And I also know who I am! And I also know that I am not alone. And this is very good!"

They laughed at each other happily like good old friends! The man with the huge hat looked at the small company with satisfaction, he knew it well that laughter and joy is the sure sign of healing! Because he who laughs, thinks less of sickness and he who thinks less of sickness is half-cured already!

He said aloud.

"Now everybody should find the place where he will go to sleep! I go away for awhile."

As the man with the huge hat went away, Squirrel Cleansy looked around in the little house. She saw a flat wicker-basket. She went there and said.

"This will be just right. This will be my sleeping place."

She heard angry squealing behind her back.

"No good! This is not your place. This is my place," said the rabbit squealing. "I was here first and I selected it before you!"

Squirrel Cleansy looked back at him in a friendly way.

"If it is yours than it is yours. I find another place."

She searched and searched and found an old straw-hat.

"This will be just right." she said  "This will be my sleeping place."

She heard angry chattering behind her back.

"No good! This is my place!"

The magpie chattered and sat quickly into the straw-hat.

Squirrel Cleansy waggled her head and said. 

"If it is your place than it is your place. I find another one."

She searched and searched and found a box full of paper.

"This will be just right!" she said. "It is nice and soft."

She heard angry snorting behind her back.

"No good! This soft is mine!" said the hedgehog snorting and climbed quickly into the box.

"So where can I sleep?" sighed sadly Squirrel Cleansy.

The rabbit looked at her from the wicker-basket, the magpie from the straw-hat and the hedgehog from the box. First the rabbit began to speak.

"Really, where should she sleep? Everybody has a place only she has none!"

"Pull out the cupboard-drawer!" recommended the magpie.

"Come here, I give you half of the paper! Line the drawer with it," said the hedgehog.

Squirrel Cleansy was cheerful again as if the sorrow had been blown away! Why, they like her here! And everybody wants to help!

"Thank you," she whispered. "The drawer will be a very good place! And only mine! It is like a hollow in a tree."

"And you can also pull it or push it over yourself if you want to be alone!" cried out merrily the magpie.

They smiled at each other and slowly went to sleep. It was quiet, only snorting, squealing and chattering could be heard.

They lived on like this in the little house in friendship and affection!

Everybody had his own place, but they also felt that the little house is their common place, that is it belongs to all of them! The healing man watched them with satisfaction as they helped each other in moving and in healing. The rabbit and Squirrel Cleansy used to teach the magpie how to fly. They did it in a way that the rabbit perched himself on the chair and Squirrel Cleansy handed up the magpie to him. The rabbit then put him on the table.

"Go! Fly now'!" they urged the magpie.

The magpie flew from the table to the ground wobbling.

"I can fly!" he chattered proudly.

"And my legs are getting stronger in the meantime!" squealed the rabbit.

"And mine are getting stronger too!" boasted Squirrel Cleansy. "As strong as iron!"

"And all of us are breathing in the fresh air!" grinned the hedgehog.

Giggling and laughing, they told what other good things can be done with fresh air. It was as if they had invented a new game.

"Do not breathe in smoke but fresh air!" began the hedgehog all over again.

"Smoke poisons the lung!" said the rabbit.

"He who moves is not sick anymore!" chattered the magpie.

"All the children are healthy!" concluded Squirrel Cleansy.

When they reached the end, they looked at each other in amazement.

"This is like a poem!" stated the rabbit.

"What poem?" asked the magpie.

"The healing poem!" said the hedgehog wisely.

Time has passed, and every morning they recited the healing poem and maybe because of this, all of them were healed completely. The magpie could fly, the rabbit could jump, Squirrel Cleansy could climb the tree and the hedgehog's swollen nose subsided!

One morning however something very wrong happened! The healing man left the house, walked the roads to see where he can find sick animals.

As soon as he left two wicked-faced bearded thieves came by stealthy steps to the little house. They looked through the window and saw that the man with the hat was not at home. With an ugly laughter they sneaked through the door. Squirrel Cleansy could not even recover her wits when they caught her quickly and pushed her into a crate. Just as quickly they caught the magpie, the rabbit and the hedgehog and shoved them into the crate. One of the shaggy man closed the top of the crate and by holding the crate on two sides they bolted. 

The thieves' house was in a bushy place, it was a dirty and untidy wooden house. In the wooden house they opened the crate, but first they locked the door, and the animals climbed out. Right away they got a whiff of the foul smell, the stale tobacco smoke, the house was full of cigarette butts, ash, dust and dirt. Since the thieves bad habit was to smoke all the time, they blew smoke like smokestacks, and their teeth were ugly yellow! Even now cigarettes were hanging in their mouths, their clothes and even their skin stank of tobacco smoke.

"Ha ha!" roared the skinnier thief. "Do you want a drag? A puff? Go on!"

And he handed the burning cigarette to them.

Squirrel Cleansy stepped back horrified, the others also turned up their noses.

"Wait with the fag, training will come later!" said the fat thief. "First I tell you why you are here. First of all you are captives, that is prisoners! And you are here because we will make artists of you. Specifically we will make smoking artists of you. Ha ha! This will be a world-wide hit! The cigarette-smoking rabbit! The cigarette-smoking squirrel! The fag-smoking hedgehog! the fag-smoking magpie. Ha ha! A gigantic performance! We start training right away."

He took out a cigarette and lit it.

"Open your mouth!" he said to Squirrel Cleansy.

Squirrel Cleansy shook her head, that she will not open it.

The fat thief viciously grabbed Squirrel Cleansy's head, pressed it behind her ears, so she opened her mouth from the pain. The fat thief quickly pushed the cigarette into her mouth.

"Pull at it!" and pressed her head again.

Squirrel Cleansy was choking from the smoke, coughed, and tears cam into her eyes. 

The fat thief waved his hand.

"We will continue tomorrow! We have time. Let's go look around in the village what else is there to steal."

And they went out of the house and locked the door.

It was silence, the animals were listening.

"They are gone!" whispered the magpie.

"We should go too!" cried the hedgehog.

"Let's escape!" declared the rabbit.

"We will escape!" stated Squirrel Cleansy.

"But how will we escape? They locked the door!" said the hedgehog sadly.

Squirrel Cleansy went around the room but there was no opening anywhere, there was no hole! She stopped and smiled triumphantly.

"I got it!" she cried out. "We dig a tunnel! There, next to the wall."

They get down to it, they dug, scratched, scooped and shovelled, the tunnel got longer and longer and suddenly they were out from the house!

"We are free!" shouted Squirrel Cleansy. And she drew a colossal breath from the fresh air. The others followed her and ventilated the cigarette smoke from their lungs. When their lungs were full of fresh air, the rabbit started to speak.

"Where should we go?"

"Into the forest!" said Squirrel Cleansy. "Follow me I will show the way!"

They went and went until they reached the edge of the forest. Squirrel Cleansy was happy to see that the forest has turned green again!

"I am here!" she whispered. "I came back! I gained a lot of experience! Although I am still little, but I still had four lives. That's right! First it was the fire. Then I learned who I am. Then I was ill. Then I was suffocating in the smoke. But all's well that ends well!"

The other were listening Squirrel Cleansy with astonishment.

"Well, how clever!" gaped the magpie in astonishment.

"Did I also have four lives?" asked the hedgehog.

"You also had! We were together in the bad! We will be together in the good!" smiled Squirrel Cleansy at him.

And taking a colossal breath from the delicious forest air, they marched chattering, and squealing, snorting and gasping into the green forest.

End

