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Introductory Note

 

I make no secret of the fact that Italo Calvino (1923-1985) is my favourite writer; ever since I first picked up a copy of The Castle of Crossed Destinies three decades ago I have been fascinated and intrigued by his work. Although rigorously intellectual, his fiction also demonstrates a vast capacity for feeling. He’s simultaneously a head and heart writer. This modest ebook collects together ten tales written over the years that were directly inspired by Calvino. I won’t claim to have a fraction of his originality and talent, that would be presumptuous in the extreme, but certainly he has been my biggest literary influence; and the following pieces are more in the nature of a “thank you” than an attempt to emulate his genius. 

Rhys Hughes, October 2012



Corneropolis

 

I was standing on the corner of two cobbled streets looking for my wife. First I looked down one street and then up the other. But she did not come into view. So I stopped one of the hurrying pedestrians and said, “Excuse me, but would you mind waiting here in my place?”

“Why should I?” he answered gruffly.

“Quite simple. By standing on this corner I am able to survey two streets at once. But I would like to take a look at a third, which is why I propose walking to the end of this street and standing on that other corner.”

“What are we looking for?”

“My wife. You will recognise her when you see her. She is too beautiful for me. Remember that and call out the moment she appears.”

And so I left him on the corner, looking down one street and up the other, while I walked to the end of the first street and stood on the corner. Now I was able to look up that street, instead of down it, but also down a new street, previously unknown. I alternated my gaze between the two streets, as did my helper on his corner, but at a different rate, so that our eyes meshed only on every seventeenth oscillation.

My wife still did not come. Had she gone shopping or for a meal? Perhaps she was having her hair trimmed or her nails filed? Maybe she had run off with another man, through the park, under the trees, hand in hand, into the bushes, out of their clothes. I was close to despair.

I stopped another pedestrian. “Please help me find my wife!”

“How may I do that?” he sneered.

“Stand here and watch out for her. She is too beautiful for me. I must walk to the end of this street and take up a position on the next corner. That will increase our chances of actually sighting her.”

“But this is a junction and there are three streets leading off from it.”

I had not noticed the fact. There was no way I could walk to the end of two streets simultaneously, so I rocked gently on my heels, clutching my head, unsure. Finally a voice tripped through the curtain of my lank hair into my ear. It was the first pedestrian, asking, not politely, if I was unwell.

“You have abandoned your position!” cried I.

“Not as such. I perceived that you were in distress and came over to see what the matter was. But I stopped a different pedestrian and persuaded him to take my place. There he is, watching from the original corner.”

This was true. He waved at me and I waved back. There were now three people willing to help me find my wife. This was good, neat, convenient. The chances of glimpsing her lithe form, her charm woven into flesh, were increasing. And my lungs were voluminous enough to thank more than one collaborator in my quest. There was no need to refuse any offers, however reluctantly implemented.

“You made the correct decision,” I agreed. “Perhaps if you wait here, while this other fellow walks down this street to the next corner, and I walk up this one, we shall spy her very soon.”

“It is not beyond the bounds of feasibility.”

The first pedestrian took up his position while the second and myself reached our respective corners. The system of oscillating glances was now more complex. The success of the unseen pedestrian, on the original corner, was relayed to me by my first assistant, the one concerned for my health, from his new vantage. No, not success, for she did not appear, nor her excessive beauty.

I watched in vain. At last I stopped another pedestrian.

“Have you seen her? Have you?”

“I have not, whoever she might be. Do you wish me to stand here and take your place while you proceed to the end of the street and stand at a different corner? I shall do so, but not eagerly. Besides, this is not a simple corner, nor even a junction, but a crossroads. There are four streets meeting here.”

“You are right! I deem this fact a major setback.”

“Not so. Here are two fellows coming to see what the matter is. Together we make four. Maybe they will help you occupy all the new corners.”

The first and second pedestrians reached my side and demonstrated concern at my agitation, which they had noted. But I was happier now, particularly when they both announced how they had managed to find replacements for their earlier positions, selected at random from other pedestrians, and were free to walk to the ends of two of the streets leading from the crossroads, while I took the third. My remaining assistant would stand here and keep in contact not only with us but also with the three replacements, the first of which still occupied the original corner.

The web of glances was now truly tangled, elegant, deadly. Soon my wife would be spotted for sure. But she is obviously more clever and slippery than I had ever anticipated. Her beauty did not manifest itself.

My new corner was colder than the others. A breeze dried my gums. How might I kiss her ankles with such oral aridity? Then I perceived that there was less cover from the elements in this location. No fewer than five streets met at this point. The spines, or bones, of a pentagon. Pedestrians rushed down them all, but not my wife. She who is too beautiful to describe did not flow.

I stopped another pedestrian to take my place. My three earlier assistants came up to help me. Together we were five in number, enough to occupy the new corners which would reveal themselves. We diverged again.

“Remember to shout out when you see her!”

The next corner I reached was a focus for six streets. Another willing pedestrian; a further adjustment of assistants. I was collecting disciples, eyes, all infected with my despair, my romanticism. The corner after that fused seven streets. Then eight, nine, ten. The temperature was falling, the wind was rising. Where was she? Sheltering in a doorway? More corners, more converging streets. Eleven, a dozen.

By late afternoon, I had lost count. I stood in a circus, a hub, with streets radiating like the spokes of a unicycle wheel. Too many. Down none of them stalked my wife. I turned up the collar of my coat. At the far end of one street I noticed a man standing on a corner. He was steady, watching. I walked up to him. Before I could open my mouth, he cried:

“I am looking! I am looking!”

Then I understood that the circuit had been closed. This was my original corner, occupied by my last replacement. I turned and saw that all the buildings had vanished. The city was naked. The city walls still stood, bounding an immense square, but the space they contained was empty of artificial structures. People were milling without the guidance of streets. Rather, so many streets met at this point that everything was an absence. My view of the totality was unimpeded. No more corners to hide behind. Still my wife was not apparent.

It was an illusion, of course. The combined effect of watchers on every corner, relaying their observations with a glance, the whole in harmony, had made me our first omniscient citizen. I saw the utter limits of my disappointment. No nook, no cranny, remained. And if there was still no beauty to be found, it simply did not exist. I lacked uncertainty, hope.

I tapped him on the shoulder. “Go home!”

He shrugged and went. The circuit was broken. A few, a very few, buildings shimmered back into reality. The horizons were eroded.

“Tell the others to go home as well. Spread the word!”

I closed my eyes and waited. When I opened them, it was evening and I was back on my original corner. It was warm. I pressed through the crowds to my apartment at the top of a narrow, tall house. This city is convoluted, riddled. And I dwell high, but not high enough to behold more than a few strands of the tangle. I climbed the steps, opened my door. The candles had burned to stubs.

Throwing off my coat, I sat on the edge of the bed. Already I was forgetting about my wife. The loss of beauty that is beyond imagination cannot be regretted too much. Next year I shall try again. Perhaps when I am married, when I am no longer a bachelor, it will be an easier task to lose and find her.

 




Climbing the Tallest Tree in the World 

It started as a prank and ended as a plank. We drank too much ale and tumbled out of the tavern. Our university is the most renowned in the land. Somebody suggested that we accomplish a feat never before attempted. We agreed with alacrity. We disagreed with Figgis, who wanted to go home. We knocked him down with stones. We had a tradition of appalling behaviour to live up to. It was our duty.

To be honest, I can’t remember if we were students or professors. It hardly matters. I pointed at the famous tree in the main public square and cried: “Let’s climb that!” The excited voices around me went quiet. But it was too late to back down. Slowly a chant filled those empty throats. “To the top!” We bolstered our courage with coordinated hubbub. I was happy and scared.

We decided to mount our assault in pairs. We reached the base of the trunk but did not bother to look up. It was pointless. The canopy was lost beyond the clouds. Fresh hearts and initials had been carved into the bark. I went first with Gruber. As we ascended, the style of these carvings became cruder and older. They had all been made at ground level and the growth of the tree was carrying them toward heaven.

Within an hour, we were confronted with the evidence of love affairs which had ended before the founding of our university. These hearts had been cut with stone tools, not steel blades. Later, when the ache in my arms was unbearable, there was nothing. The tree was older than the art of writing. Gruber and I decided to rest. Far below we watched our colleagues struggle to make equal sense of these ephemeral desires.

“Fossils of passion,” said Gruber, as he sat on a branch and dangled his legs over the void. I guessed that he wanted to make a contribution of his own, but was frustrated in this design by the lack of a girl to love. Also he had no knife. We reclaimed our breath and resumed our climb. Roosting birds, chiefly owls, studied our progress with alarmed amusement. Then I recalled the subject I specialised in and blinked for all their eyes.

“Trees don’t grow like this,” I muttered.

“What do you mean by that?”

“They don’t grow from the base but from the top. There’s no way those carvings could be rising progressively higher.”

It was a mystery. We sweated and gasped as we pushed ourselves to the limits of our endurance. The sun went down, but when I checked my pocket watch I saw it was nearly midnight. That demonstrates how high we already were. It had been night in the town below for many hours. I wondered if we would reach the top by morning. It seemed unlikely. For a start, mornings would arrive much earlier now.

Gruber and myself were the highest pair, as I’ve already mentioned. Immediately beneath us were Pluck and Becker. When we began this exploit, we frequently shouted at them, and they passed on our shout to the next pair, who I believe were Kane and Rowse, and so we kept in rudimentary touch right down to the final two climbers. But now our calls were not acknowledged. We were ascending too fast. Or they had fallen.

The stars did not grow brighter in the celestial dome but the air remained breathable. This was a surprise. It should have thinned out gradually. Gruber leaned close and fixed his lips to my ear. He was trembling.

“The trunk is getting thicker,” he whispered.

“Yes, it is very strange. And the branches are much wider. What can this mean?”

“That the tree is misshapen and ugly?”

There was no other explanation at that particular time. We climbed reluctantly now, and I distracted myself by attempting some difficult mental calculations. The distance between the most recent inscriptions and the earliest could be reckoned in two ways: miles or centuries. Thus the growth of one year could be reduced to a precise length of trunk. An estimate of the height of the tree might also provide its age.

I had a reasonable idea of our altitude, but there was no way of reckoning its percentage of the total. As we climbed, however, it quickly became apparent that the tree was more ancient than the world itself. This paradox was an extra worry. I did not trouble Gruber with it. But he was a geologist and had already arrived at the same conclusion.

“Wood can’t be older than rocks,” he sighed at last.

I nodded. We now regretted embarking on this adventure, which had promised so much when it began, though I can’t specify what. We decided to make camp on one of the wider branches and wait for the others to catch up. I felt sleepy. My eyes closed as I listened to the soft rustling of the leaves. I must have fallen into a deep slumber. I dreamed that a man was screaming. He was above me and his voice receded upwards. He was being dragged into the sky, carried off by owls.

When I awoke, the sun was shining on my face. Gruber had gone. I lingered on my perch until noon. There was nothing to eat. I was completely sober now. I resumed climbing, surprised at how light I felt. I pulled myself up from branch to branch with remarkable ease. Indeed I found it difficult to stop. When I did, I became aware of an insistent tugging on my body, as if an invisible hand was reaching down and trying to pluck me up. With more height its grip became stronger.

Then I knew. Our assumptions about the tree had been all wrong. I now suspected that I was climbing down it rather than up. It had been planted upside-down. At least that was true from the perspective of my world. In fact, the canopy of the tree was that world. As I left its gravitational pull behind, I realised it was I who was inverted. The tug of the real ground, somewhere far above, was taking over. If I let go, I would fall into the solid sky. It was a moment of terrible insight.

I resolved to reverse my progress and climb back down again. And that is what I am doing now. Gruber had no knife, but I always carry one. It is almost a sword. Unlike the others, I am a swashbuckler. I have no buckle, that is true, for I wear braces to hold up my trousers, but I am awash with swash. I started carving this tale on the trunk, one sentence every night while I rested. Tomorrow I shall write this one. Yesterday I wrote it. I waited to meet my companions but they did not appear. I am alone.

I began to suspect I had climbed down much further than I had ascended. This made no sense. Then I realised the tree was growing faster than I could climb it and growing the way it ought to: from the top. Thus the canopy was moving away from me and I would never reach it. Never. I had lost my world. There was no time for weeping. I saved my tears and doubled my efforts.

The carved initials at different elevations were now explained by natural growth. Or perhaps they had been an elaborate deception, a much earlier joke played by the students or professors of my university, to encourage those who came after to believe the climb was real and feasible. I laughed bitterly. I still laugh in that style. A cruel joke: one of the finest. That is our tradition. Every time I rest, I lose valuable miles. The world grows away from me far below, becomes an unreachable horizon, a distant planet. Now it is little more than a tiny disc flecked with threadlike clouds. Soon it will become a star, first bright then faint.

Time is running out. Next year, a new joke must be played. I think I know what it might be. Ale will be drunk, a tavern will be tumbled out of. A feat never before attempted will lose its virginity. I imagine a giant saw worked by many hands. To cut down the tallest tree in the world! Its collapse will be spectacular, or so they conclude. But in reality they will be severing the canopy from the trunk which supports it. The ground will wobble and slide off.

It must be next year already. I have just watched the whole world falling past into the sky.

 




The Planet of Perfect Happiness 

The planet of perfect happiness is called Inclova and it is important that visitors are aware how to enter it safely. From space it appears exactly like a fictional description of itself, a world of beautiful oceans and delightful islands and continents covered in trees heavy with delicious fruit, but when one actually lands on it one soon learns that written accounts are insufficient to convey the true allure of the place. It is infinitely enticing. For many years visitors simply leapt out of their spacecrafts onto the surface and then they were lost. We are more careful now and take suitable precautions.

A visitor who is unaware of the peculiar hazards of perfect happiness will arrive at Inclova eager to be greeted by the smiling people he has seen strolling the forest glades or swimming the warm surf. The moment he leaves his spacecraft and approaches them it will seem to him that they have vanished. The forests will be deserted, the surf empty, and worse than this, he will vanish himself. In a rush of confusion he will be aware only of intermittent flashes around him, then a sense of reeling, of falling into a runaway future, followed by oblivion, a natural death from old age.

This planet is not a deliberate trap. It just so happens that our moods dictate the velocity of time. A painful or boring event slows time, whereas an exciting or joyful event speeds it up. The happiness in Inclova is perfect. Therefore time reaches its maximum velocity. The inhabitants are barely aware they are alive before those lives are finished. To an outside observer, everything proceeds at a normal pace, the lives under scrutiny are full and measured. The moment this observer steps over the threshold of his spacecraft and becomes part of the planet, suffused with its perfect happiness, he loses his grip on his own existence.

The old methods of entering Inclova safely have been discredited. An assistant with a long pole would stand inside the open airlock of the spacecraft and jab the visitor at frequent intervals to keep him in pain and thus slow down his subjective sense of passing time. But if the visitor ventured beyond the pole’s reach he was doomed. Cords tied around his neck and tightened from afar also failed. These cords became snagged on trees or were entangled around the legs of inhabitants visible from inside the spacecraft but invisible from the planet’s surface, so rapidly did they live their lives, one blink from birth to death.

The only reliable technique is to stuff the visitor’s many pockets with letters. Every ten paces he reaches for a letter and reads it. The first is from his father: he has been disinherited. The second is from his employer: he has no job to return to. The third is from his girlfriend: she no longer loves him. And so on. Whether these letters are true or not is irrelevant. The regular reinforcement of bad news will keep him miserable enough to explore Inclova without plummeting instantly into a vertical future. The more pockets he has, and the more to regret, the longer his possible stay on that blissful, deadly world.

There are other perfectly happy planets — once a planet laughed itself off its own axis — but they will not be discussed here.

 




Sending Freedom Far Away 

When President Arbusto came to power, the storerooms full of war materials were unlocked. Campaign maps were unrolled on tables and stuck with pins. The generals went to the dentist and had their teeth fixed. They wanted to bite cigars more effectively.

The President made a speech from the balcony of his palace while the crowd below waved flags. He said:

“We live in a land of freedom and most of us are grateful for that. As for those who aren’t, it doesn’t matter, that’s the privilege of being free, people here can think and say what they please, even if it means disagreeing with everybody else.”

The crowd cheered and drowned out these cheers with louder cheers and so they didn’t really hear much.

President Jorge Arbusto continued:

“But our freedom is precious and there are other lands that hate the idea of freedom or don’t know the meaning of the concept. In those lands, people aren’t allowed to disagree with anything. They can’t say, ‘Hey, I think that freedom is a good idea’ without getting arrested and beaten and forced to change their minds.”

“In this country of ours,” he added, “we don’t force people to change their minds. They don’t have to use their minds at all, if they don’t care to. It’s entirely up to them.”

The generals on a lower balcony applauded.

“It seems to me,” said the President, “that it’s mighty greedy of us to keep all this freedom to ourselves without even trying to share some of it. Freedom is so important that men die if they don’t get enough. In our land there’s a surplus but in other lands there might be little or none at all. It was always my aim to start exporting freedom when I achieved power and that’s what I intend to do.”

He loosened his collar and moistened his dry lips with his tongue. It was thirsty work, being strong.

“Don’t think that if we give some of our freedom to other lands there will be less for us. Freedom isn’t like oil, it can’t run out. It’s more like beef. We export a vast amount of beef each year but the number of cows in our fields is the same as last year. Count them, if you like. If we give away half our cows, it doesn’t stop the remaining cows breeding more cows. That’s freedom for you.”

The crowd surged back and forth in approval. Removing his sunglasses, the President wiped tears from his eyes.

“The problem with exporting freedom is that it can’t be done through the usual commercial channels. In places it has never existed it has to be imposed. The only way to do that is through war. Sure, it will cost a lot, but it’ll be worth it. A free world is a safe world, and a safe world is a better place to do business, so we’ll recoup our losses eventually. We may even make a profit. I’ve seen the figures and they add up. But that’s not the point. Freedom is a gift.”

“Yes, a gift,” he stressed, “and it’s worthwhile giving freedom away even if it makes bad economic sense, which it doesn’t. I think we should begin with a distant land, somewhere on the far side of the ocean, a test run. If it works there, we’ll keep going and try other countries. I’ve got a little nation in mind to start with, ruled by the worst kind of tyrant. We’ll invade first thing tomorrow.”

 

The war materials had already been dusted off, the helmets, spears, tanks, pikes, muskets, bayonets, barbed wire, hand grenades, axes, machine guns, rapiers, jeeps, and now they were loaded on ships and those ships set sail to the far side of the ocean.

Despite what the President had said about an immediate invasion, the voyage took many weeks. The troops on board grew bored and surly, but they were allowed to grumble as much as they liked because they were all free. Indeed the purpose of going to war was to give other people the same right to grumble, so nobody could complain about this grumbling. But if someone did complain, that was fine too, it showed they were free, and being free doesn’t mean you have to be happy.

Finally the ships sighted land. Boats were lowered from the decks and the troops rowed quickly to shore.

They landed on the beaches and swarmed out to attack the enemy. Soon all the fishing villages on the coast were burning and the cobbled streets were choked with mangled corpses.

Marching inland, the troops took the capital of the little nation but the tyrant who ruled had already fled. They found him cowering in a hut in the mountains and they cut off his head and stuck it on a pole and danced with the pole to the freest music, free jazz, and everybody was invited to this dance, but they were free to accept or decline as they pleased. Smoke drifted freely across the landscape.

When half the population was dead and the remaining half wholly free, the troops were visited by President Arbusto and many medals were pinned on many chests and many salutes were exchanged. Delighted by the performance of his troops, the President announced the name of the next country to be invaded. He was feeling generous.

“But you’ll get a rest first of all,” he said, “because fighting for the freedom of others is even more exhausting than fighting for your own freedom. I’m not unreasonable.”

In the pause between celebrating victory over this land and invading the next, the President made a list with his generals. Someone would shout the name of a country that desperately needed freedom and it was added to the list. But people kept thinking of new names. They stayed up all night and a hundred cigars were chewed.

It wasn’t enough to make a list of destinations. There also had to be a certain amount of moral examination. President Arbusto asked himself two questions: (a) Can these wars be won? (b) Will they increase the amount of freedom in the world? The answer was yes both times. Therefore these wars were not just wars but just wars.

The next country they invaded proved harder to subdue. It lay on the border of the first country, over a range of mountains, and had seen what had happened there, so it was more prepared. But the troops of President Arbusto won anyway and they were so annoyed by the stubborn resistance of the enemy that they decided to educate the survivors and persuade them to fully accept the gift of freedom.

“From now on,” they roared, “when you say, ‘Hey, I think that freedom is a good idea’ you won’t be beaten by the opponents of freedom, because we came along and made you free.”

And they made sure this lesson was remembered very well by beating it into them. There were other reprisals too, and the streets ran with blood, but blood is like oil and runs out eventually, and after the rainy season everything was quite clean again.

The third country to be invaded was an island much closer to home. It was ruled by a dictator who had tricked his people into believing that his beard was magical. By tugging it a certain number of times he could reduce poverty, provide pensions, workers’ rights, equality for women, and other unlikely miracles. In fact his people lived in squalor and drove cars that were more than forty-five years old.

President Arbusto surrounded the island with his gunships and shelled the capital. Each shell had a message written on it, a free message, maybe some free verse poetry or a free offer by one of the telephone companies. When the shrapnel was discovered in the shells of buildings, some of this writing was still legible. But nobody was forced to read it, because they were free at last. Or dead.

When the country surrendered, President Arbusto called a meeting with his generals to discuss the next name on the list. But such meetings never run entirely as planned, and in fact all that happened was that more names were added to the list. It was much easier to make a new list of countries that didn’t need any freedom.

“I think we’re the only one,” the President said.

 

The years passed heroically. One morning President Jorge Arbusto addressed the crowd below his palace. He seemed tired and worried but there was also enough of the old determination in his eyes to suggest he had a final task to accomplish, something supreme.

“My friends and followers,” he began, “we seem to have made a mistake and exported too much of our own freedom to other lands. I know I said it couldn’t run out, it was like cows, but now that seems not to be the case. The new conclusion is that freedom is like a muscle. If muscles don’t get proper exercise they waste away.”

“Yes,” he continued after a pause, “they become atrophied and that’s the same as if they weren’t there in the first place. The problem is that none of you ever exercised any of your freedom. While our troops were away in remote realms, exporting the stuff, you just went along with whatever I said and everything they did. You might have protested, and thus kept your freedom fit, but you didn’t.”

He shook his head ruefully and sighed deeply.

“As a result, freedom in our land has withered away almost to nothing and will soon perish. We have now exported freedom to every other country in the world, and they are all free, but because you allowed freedom here to shrivel, I’m forced to add another name to my list of countries in need of freedom. Or rather, to remove a name, the only name, from the list of countries not in need of freedom.”

“That’s right,” he added with an ironic smile, “our own nation is the last one to stand in the way of global freedom. It is imperative we become free as quickly as possible.”

The crowd muttered uneasily and President Arbusto waited for several minutes before interrupting them:

“Don’t worry, it’s not necessary to import that freedom from abroad. I don’t think we need to be invaded by foreign troops. Even though freedom here is almost dead, it is still strong enough for one final act, the act that will restore total freedom. We can invade ourselves! This is cheaper than asking troops from free nations to invade us. Our own troops are due home anyway. When they return we can surrender to them instantly. They may be too astonished to open fire.”

The crowd settled down at this news.

“Of course,” the President added, “the tyrant who currently rules our country must be overthrown. This is something I can accomplish right now, to save time. Stand back, please.”

With a wild yell, he grabbed hold of himself by the collar of his own shirt and dragged himself to the edge of the balcony. But he wasn’t going to give up without a fight and he pushed back. The tussle went on for half an hour. The opponents were evenly matched. It was so confusing, the crowd couldn’t tell who was fighting for freedom and who wasn’t. Some cheered for both. The President bounced against the balustrade, stumbled from one side of the balcony to the other.

Suddenly, he managed to get his hand on the back of his own head, and with a mighty effort, he flipped himself over the balustrade and into thin air. He plummeted in silence to the hard ground below. The crowd parted to let him through. When they surged forward around his leaking corpse, they saw an extended arm and clenched fist, though whether this was a salute of freedom or defiance, nobody could guess.

 




The City That Was Itself 

You have probably never heard of Itselfia, the city that evokes only itself. Few people go there these days. That is a shame because it is rather a pleasant place, full of little squares and gardens where the inhabitants gather to play music, drink wine and forget they are lost until the following morning. Even the ruler of Itselfia can sometimes be found wandering the open spaces, asking people for directions home. Once he lived in a palace and one day he might find it again. Until that moment he satisfies himself with cheap rented accommodation.

All other cities like to dream of other cities. Itselfia does not dream or encourage dreams in its populace, unless those dreams are scenes identical to the scenes of daily urban life. Itselfia is unique. All cities are unique but the style of uniqueness possessed by Itselfia is wholly singular, for it has nothing to do with geography, architecture, the culture or character of its people. Itselfia may resemble other cities in certain aspects, the boulevards and parks and restaurants, but it refuses to acknowledge rivals. It is self-referential.

Other cities give the impression of wanting to travel elsewhere but Itselfia prefers to be only where it is. It is satisfied but not smug. Consider a city such as London. A traveller may visit London and stroll down Oxford Street and thus be reminded of Oxford; in Oxford he might cross Gloucester Green and so begin to think of Gloucester; in Gloucester he can loiter on Cheltenham Road while he daydreams of Cheltenham; in Cheltenham there is a Bath Road; in Bath an Upper Bristol Road; in Bristol a Coventry Walk; in Coventry a Norwich Drive; in Norwich a Quebec Road.

Simply by arriving in London one rainy day the traveller has already moved in some part to Canada, in terms of reference, of imagery. He is connected with places outside his actual location, and those other places are similarly connected. This process is endless and forms a gigantic loop, or rather a net that ensnares the world, for London does not evoke merely one city, Oxford, but a thousand others, each with a myriad evocations of its own. All cities are invisible lenses that diffuse a sense of place, all except the unambiguous Itselfia.

The method by which Itselfia evokes only itself is disappointingly simple. Every street, however long or short, has the same name. Likewise every square, park, building. It might be supposed that the inhabitants can still distinguish certain areas by painting houses different colours or planting trees in recognisable patterns. But without names a destination becomes merely a description, subject to inaccuracies and fatal misunderstandings. The Street of Green Houses is a new name; a street of green houses is not. The former if outlawed in Itselfia; the latter is permitted but useless.

I wanted to live in Itselfia and decided to look for work there. The journey was long and not without incident. I entered the city under the imposing arch of Itselfia Gate and walked down Itselfia Street as far as Itselfia Square. I asked for directions to Itselfia Hotel, where I planned to spend the night. I was given the same reply from many people: “Turn right or left on any corner, walk up or down any street, cross any square and knock on the door of any house.” These directions were both vague and precise. I did not find my hotel. I drank wine in a garden instead.

Itselfia is not quite a labyrinth, for a labyrinth evokes other labyrinths, some with walls of stone, some with walls or thorns and leaves. Itselfia is too homely, too comfortable to be a labyrinth. When a man is lost in a labyrinth he is always where he does not wish to be. When a man is lost in Itselfia he is always in his desired place, in the right house, on the right street, listening to guitars under the right willow. It was many months before I managed to escape Itselfia. I can no longer remember if I left willingly or not. But I have never returned.

 




The Non-Existent Viscount in the Trees 

Just by chance I am a very helpful man. I went to the market and overheard a conversation between a grocer and a customer. It turned out that the customer was the famous Soviet writer who came in from the cold — CCCP Snow. I remembered reading his books when I was a very helpful student, years ago.

“Do you still favour social realism in novels?” I asked him.

He shook his head. “I’m planning to move into more Calvinoesque territory if I can, but I haven’t made a start yet.”

“No worries,” I replied. “I’ll give you a lift.”

His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“The territory you mention is beyond the woods behind my house. My car is outside. It won’t take long to get there.”

He was doubtful but he finally accepted my offer. We drove out of the town and turned up the lane that forms the eastern boundary of my large garden. It is a well-tended piece of land and because I am very helpful all the gardens of my neighbours are equally pleasant. But my passenger was more concerned with our destination.

“How will we know when we arrive?” he enquired.

“Keep an eye open for the Non-Existent Viscount in the Trees. When you see him, that’s a strong indication.”

He was silent for some minutes and then he said, “The best thing you can do is skip ahead and insert your own name into all the blank spaces above all the empty lines.”

“Who are you talking to?” I wondered.

“The reader, who is the main character near the end of this story.”

“It seems you are quite Calvinoesque already!”

He nodded gratefully but remained silent until we entered the woods. Then he craned his head upwards in surprise. “Who are all those men sitting in all those trees?”

“Viscounts,” I replied, “but they aren’t non-existent, so ignore them. It’s not far now but we aren’t there yet.”

How it happened I don’t know, but I clearly took a wrong turning and our destination remained elusive. The forest became darker and stranger and I couldn’t find my way back out. We were thoroughly lost. At last I stopped the car near a large hut.

“I’ll go in there and ask directions,” I said.

“I’ll come with you,” he answered.

We entered the hut together. It was a sort of hostel or refuge for walkers and climbers and it was full of people, but after only a few minutes I realised they were all writers who had hoped to change styles but ended up here instead. One Irish author told me that he wanted to explore Joycean territory and had gone looking for it on a very drunken horse.

“That was after an experience I had in the oddest restaurant in Dublin,” he added. “I wasn’t happy with the service and so ordered a new waiter. To my astonishment the old waiter came back with a tray and one of those big silver coverings I don’t know the name of. He lifted it to reveal a tiny man with impeccable manners and a napkin.”

“You got what you ordered,” I pointed out.

“Maybe. But a tiny man like that wasn’t much use to me, so I asked for another replacement. The tiny man had his own tray and silver covering which he lifted to reveal an even smaller waiter. I demanded yet another. The next one was truly minuscule and they kept getting smaller. I expect that sort of thing in Cork but not in Dublin. Finally I galloped away to safety.”

“A sensible precaution,” I observed very helpfully.

Then I saw that CCCP Snow was growing agitated. He didn’t like being around other writers, especially as they were all more interested in themselves than in him. He felt intimidated by a sailor who introduced himself as Captain Nothing and explained how he had sailed here down a narrow stream looking for Conradian themes. Another fellow had been hoping to tread ground already covered by Kafka. His failure in this regard wasn’t quite Kafkaesque enough to satisfy him.

Although I am a very helpful man, there is a limit to what I am prepared to do. I didn’t know where I was, so there was no way I could return my passenger to the market where I found him, much less drop him off in Calvinoesque territory. I am a very helpful man but I rarely keep my promises. Because I am so very helpful I tend to make promises I can’t keep. Let that be a helpful warning to you. Take my hand and shake it to prove my good faith.

Thanks. Now I have a firm grip on your hand I can pull you into this story. Too late to resist! Take my hat and coat as well. You look just like me and CCCP Snow will never notice the difference. While you deal with him, I’ll slip out and make my escape. He’s coming over now. Thanks again! Farewell.

“I dislike this place. I think it’s time to leave.”

“I’m not the man who drove you here. My name is ____. I was innocently reading this story when I was dragged out of the real world and onto the page. I hate literary tricks like that.”

“Well I’m planning to use more of them in my next book. I’m moving away from social realism. What did you say your name was again?”

“It’s ____. Actually my full name is____  ____.”

“Don’t you have a middle name?”

“If I do, it’s ____. If I don’t, I can’t help you.”

“But you’re supposed to be a very helpful man.”

“You must be mixing me up with someone else.”

“Do you have any idea where we are?”

“This is just a guess but I think we’re on Happenstance, a planet that collided with the Earth so slowly they became stuck together without major catastrophe. Happenstance is where Christendom overlaps with Lackadaysia, the Three Utopias and Muffin Chops. All these facts I made up just now.”

“I thought you were a reader, not a writer!”

“Someday the name ____  ____ will occupy the highest pinnacles of Mount Literary Fame. Believe it!”

“Bah!”

I was long gone by the time that conversation was half done. I drove randomly for an hour, worried that I was going in circles, but then I spotted a tree without a figure sitting in it. At last I had wandered into Calvinoesque territory. From here I knew my way home. I waved at the empty tree as I passed.

I decided to return to work. I own a time machine shop. Being very helpful isn’t enough when there’s no help for it.

“Do you have any time machines in stock?”

“Past or future models sir?”

“I’ll take a future, if I may.”

“We’re still waiting for them to come in.”

“In that case I’ll have a past.”

“Sorry. We used to have them, but they’ve all gone!”

 




The Chattering Star 

CURTAINS

 

The setting sun eventually became paranoid. “Why does everyone keep staring at me? They never scrutinise me in the middle of the day – only when I’m going to bed! I think I’ll draw the clouds tight from now on and get some privacy!”

 

WAITING FOR BREAKFAST

 

A boy sat on the beach with a toasting fork, holding it up to the sun. “You need to light a fire with driftwood,” the sun told him, “because I’m not hot enough to toast that slice of bread.”

“You will be when you turn into a Red Giant,” answered the boy.

The sun considered this and said:

“Yes, I’ll swell up and engulf the innermost planets and boil into steam the oceans of Earth, and any bread lying around will toast nicely, but that won’t happen for billions of years!”

The boy laughed and shook his head.

“Don’t you know that one day I’ll have children and entrust this task to them, and that they too will have children and do likewise, and so on until the necessary time has elapsed?”

The sun was amazed. “That is a long wait for breakfast!”

 

THE FABLE

 

“What are you doing in there?”

“Nothing, I assure you.”

But the sun wasn’t convinced. “Are you writing fables again? You’ll grow pale and unhealthy if you stay indoors all day; come out and bask in my beams instead. If you must continue writing, you can do it in the fresh air. There can’t be much to write about in a dark room anyway! I wonder what inspiration you find in gloom?”

“Sometimes,” I responded, “it’s easier to write about a subject when I force myself to avoid the real thing.”

“Ah, so the new fable is about your wife?”

I said nothing; I’m not married. But I looked down and to my surprise saw that my fable was finished: this one.

 

PASSING THE LIGHT

 

The moon reflects the light of the sun; and the frozen lake reflects the light of the moon; and the coin held between the thumb and forefinger of the assassin reflects the light of the frozen lake.

“If this is genuine, I’ll do what you ask,” he tells a hooded figure who stands in the shadows of the tallest tree.

Then he puts the coin between his teeth and bites it.

And on the other side of the world, the sun screams…

 

THE FREE SPIRIT

 

The sun has a large brood of planets and Earth is just one of its children and not even the favourite. “Saturn’s the one that makes me most proud and I wish the others would try equally hard to be so distinctive; I don’t mean by copying his rings but with some other original approach to the question. It’s not for me to specify what.”

An astronomer overheard this and said, “But Saturn isn’t really the most unique world in your family.”

“How are you able to understand my words? They should be inaudible to you; I have already set on your locality.”

“But I’m standing on a high mountain and although the land below me is blanketed with the shadows of twilight, up here you are still visible and will be for another minute at least.”

“Fair enough, but won’t you grow cold up there?”

The astronomer pulled on thick gloves and knotted a scarf around his neck. “I’m a professional and used to it. Every evening I wait here for you to go down, and then I enter my observatory.”

“Tell me why you disparage Saturn,” the sun demanded.

“Because it’s just as timid as the others: they all refuse to go off and make their own way in the universe. I left home when I was seventeen! And yet once, many aeons ago, you had a planet that took the brave step of leaving its orbit and going travelling; it wanted to establish itself as its own master in this difficult cosmos of ours!”

“Ah yes, I remember Scruffy, the old rogue! But he never came back, never kept in touch. Do you have news of him?”

“Last night my telescope found him. He is herding lost comets near Alpha Centauri and seems happy enough.”

 

THE SUN LAMP

 

Two merchants approached the sun and said, “We have something to sell you that we know you’ll find very useful. In this box is the latest kind of sun lamp! It’s powerful and projects a light similar to your own. So now you’ll be able to read books or comb your hair or search for dropped pins or squeeze your spots at night.”

The sun frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

The merchants smiled indulgently. “Which part don’t you understand? The books, the comb or the pins?”

And the sun answered, “What is night?”

 

SAYINGS OF THE SUN

 

Some of the sun’s favourite sayings:

“I yearn for nostalgia!”

“Second guessing is my special talent. I know what you’re going to say about that… but it really is!”

“My apparent arrogance is always tongue in cheek, but it’s a wonderful tongue in a most super cheek!”

“I’m a tautology lover and therefore love tautologies!”

“Bring back atavism!”

“A business question about Mephistopheles: was he ever incorporated or did he remain a soul trader?”

“Is the San Andreas Fault all it’s cracked up to be?”

“Standing on the shoulders of giants to see further is a fine tactic, but not when they have big hair!”

“This is only the second time I’ve had déjà vu!”

“The word ‘chortle’ always makes me snigger; but the word ‘snigger’ mostly just makes me guffaw!”

“My mind’s an open book, but I’ve cracked the spine so it always falls open on a pre-arranged page!”

“Despite the pain it always causes, a contradiction in a sentence never hurt anyone.” And ultimately:

“Excessive understatement is so over the top!”

 

MAKING A REQUEST

 

“Why don’t you ever come to Wales?” asked the people of that country, through a gigantic megaphone that penetrated the thick endless layers of low grey cloud. “Not once in living memory have you visited us; but we have many attractions for you to shine on! There are castles and hills and forests and secret valleys and little offshore islands and ancient megaliths and the ruins of abbeys and quaint piers and narrow-gauge railways and rousing choirs and coracles and odd hats. Take a copy of this guide book and read about them for yourself!”

“Don’t be silly!” came the muffled reply. “How can I read anything if I have no eyes? How can I hear what you are saying, or respond to it, if I have no ears or mouth? I’m not even a sentient being but an unimaginably vast ball of seething hydrogen and helium atoms. So go away and leave me alone. Your request is foolish!”

The sun will use any excuse to avoid Wales.

 

MISPLACED COMFORT

 

The explorer was lost in the desert and now he sank to his knees and his bloated tongue protruded from his gaping mouth. The sun sighed. “I reach down to stroke him continually; but it doesn’t seem to help. I don’t even think he’s grateful for my attention!”

 

THE LABYRINTH

 

The girl smiled and said, “My name’s Ariadne and I’m a direct descendant of the Ariadne who helped Theseus find his way out of the labyrinth after his encounter with the Minotaur.”

“I know the story,” admitted the sun, “but there’s no point giving me a spool of thread to unwind; I’m far too hot and it would burn up in a blink. You’d better try something else…”

“There are many kinds of threads,” she said.

And she whispered something.

The sun entered the labyrinth, he really had no choice: at every bend there was a mirror angled to project him in a new direction; and before he knew it, he had reached the centre of the awful stone maze. The grotesque Minotaur that sat on the rotten bench there was also a descendant of the original and doubtless he would have roused himself enough to stand and confront the intruder with his club.

But many centuries of degeneration, of living in shadows without the benefit of fresh air or true exercise, of loneliness and boredom, meant his mythic bloodline had degenerated. Centuries of semi-bovine melancholy had turned him into an albino parasite. In fact he was a vampire, or rather his human half was. He glanced up and almost immediately the sunlight caused him to wither, shrivel, char.

The sun turned to escape the labyrinth, and he recalled Ariadne’s wise words. “Follow the motes!” And that’s what he did: those specks of dust, of airborne flakes from the hybrid monster’s skin, enabled him to find his way back to the narrow entrance.

“You slew him!” cried the girl.

The sun nodded. “Accidentally. I didn’t have time to introduce myself or offer a tip and I regret that fact.”

“What a peculiar idea! Why offer him a tip?”

“Because this labyrinth is a hotel as well as a trap, isn’t it?

“How did you arrive at that conclusion?”

“He was a bullboy, wasn’t he?”

 

ON THE WINDOWSILL

 

The sun wanted to complain about a trick that humans kept playing. “I’m intrigued by the magnifying glasses they leave lying on their windowsills; but every time I peer into one, all I can see is a rapidly expanding charred circle and wisps of smoke. I’m certain that’s not the same as what humans see. There’s something funny going on!”

 

THE DUNGEON

 

The sun poked its nose into a prison cell and saw a depressed prisoner on a bed of rotten straw. “What’s wrong?”

The prisoner pulled his matted beard and said:

“I shared this grim cell with a man who kept me entertained with tales of distant places and through him I lived vicariously as a traveller, but he has been moved to a different room and I am bored again. The bubbles of illusion he created have all burst.”

“Tell me about your life,” prompted the sun.

“It has been a long and exciting one, that’s for sure! I was born in Pisa in the tumultuous 13th Century and became a professional fabricator and embellisher of romances at a young age. I was captured by the forces of Genoa at the Battle of Meloria…”

“One moment. I’ll write down everything you say. Maybe a book can be made out of it; a bestseller!”

“Do you really think so?” blinked the man.

“Sure! What’s your name?”

“Rustichello,” came the answer, spoken in a resigned tone, for many readers wouldn’t recognise it.

But you will, because you’re clever.

 

THE TRIBAL PHILOSOPHERS

 

The people of the remote island said to each other, “The light of the moon is more important than the light of the sun. This isn’t hard to believe! The light of the moon appears at night, when it’s most needed; but the light of the sun appears only in the daytime, when we can already see everything clearly, and is therefore superfluous.”

And they added salt and pepper to the missionary.

 

THE DAGGER

 

The two merchants approach the assassin and say, “We offered you that dagger on a trial basis only. It’s a Damascene blade, very finely tempered. Did it meet expectations? The trial period has just ended, and unless you return the item, you must pay in full.”

The moon reflects the light of the sun; and the pub window reflects the light of the moon; and the stiletto held in the leather glove of the assassin reflects the light of the pub window.

“But I haven’t had time to use it yet!”

A hooded figure hisses from the nearby shadow of a tall tree, “Hurry up! Hurry! Get the job done quick!”

The assassin snorts, “Everything’s under control.” And he reaches into his pocket for the coin it contains. He cuts this coin in half with the blade and gives a piece to each merchant.

And on the far side of the world, the sun frowns and gasps, “Suddenly I feel like an amoeba. How curious!”

 

CONFUSIONS OF THE SUN

 

There are particular metaphysical problems that bother the sun from time to time. Although he turns these problems over and over in his own mind, he doesn’t ask anyone for advice about them. He’s afraid of looking like a fool and being mocked by sages.

So when he passes over philosophers and other wise fellows he calls a brisk, “Hello there!” and dashes behind the nearest cloud; or if there aren’t any clouds in the vicinity, he makes other kinds of small talk, about sport, politics or taxes, maybe, but never about the weather, because he dislikes giving away all his trade secrets.

He enjoys shining on Buddhists, but there’s a paradox in one of their beliefs that he can’t get to grips with. If you are a person who believes in reincarnation, surely it makes sense to work hard to improve the general condition of the world, so that living standards rise for everyone? This way you can be certain of improved comfort in your next life, no matter where you are born! In other words, if you are very holy you need only care for yourself in this life; but if you are sinful it’s in your own interest to be good and improve the world. So good people should act in a selfish manner and bad people selflessly…

The sun isn’t ready to convert to this faith yet.

 

BAKING HOT DAY

 

Intrigued by his contact with Rustichello, the sun decided to pay a visit to Pisa, the town of the taleteller’s birth. He saw that a cunning arrangement of concave mirrors had been set up on the roof of a house. “What’s going on down there?” he mused aloud.

“This is a solar oven,” answered a stout woman.

“You expect me to slave in a kitchen for you? No chance! I work only for myself; all stars are aristocrats!”

The woman laughed. “You have been my employee ever since you got here! Don’t you know your beams are bouncing off these mirrors onto the baking tray inside my brick oven?”

“Am I baking a loaf of bread for you, then?”

“Not bread, no; the flour contains honey and raisins and apricots, and I used wine instead of water to mix it.”

Much later, the moon asked the sun, “I heard you did your share of the cooking today. Was it difficult?”

“Nah,” replied the sun. “Pisa cake.”

 

CREATIVITY IN THE WILDERNESS

 

I want to be serious just for a few moments and talk a little on the subject of Creativity in the Wilderness. The fact is that I need the sun to facilitate the proper exercise of my imagination.

I don’t mean that I don’t get ideas in the wintertime – some of my best work (if any of it is actually good) has been done in low temperatures, but never through choice. When it’s dark and chill I wish to hibernate, and so forcing myself to work is a perverse form of retirement, of hiding myself away from the cold sky: a way of taking my mind off the gloomy present moment. But this doesn’t work well…

When I’m cold all my muscles contract and I feel hunched and stooped like an old man; I lack only a corncob pipe, hobble and liver spots. I can’t wait to be warm again, to uncurl and unfurl and to live the outdoors life. I take my empty notebooks with me when it comes, and pens, and though I do less work, I’m happier in my soul.

The wilderness for me must be sun-drenched. Otherwise I can’t feel its beauty deep down; I succumb to bleakness instead and mope from cliff to cliff, or over pallid dunes, searching for a cave mouth where I can huddle around a fire of frosty driftwood sticks.

No thanks. I love the sun far too much! My creativity ripens in the sun and ferments into the wine that will keep me from despair in winter. Once I walked across the Alpujarras in midsummer, writing at odd moments as I went: the result was a novella full of inventors, explorers, mermaids and minstrels across which daily crawled large ants to greet, or challenge, the scrawl of black multi-legged words.

 

JUMPING INTO SUMMER

 

Two hikers, one male, one female, stopped for the night in a forest glade. The sun was low in the west and its ruby beams slanted almost horizontal between the rough trunks. A hooded figure watched from the shadows of the tallest tree and grimaced ferociously.

“I feel a little uneasy,” said the female.

The male hiker nodded. “I know what you mean. Spending the night in a forest is always unnerving. Not like sleeping on the beach or in dunes; there’s the constant feeling of being watched and of being at the mercy of predators or paranormal forces.”

“I’m not sure I can last until morning!”

“Very well. Here’s a solution. Night is about to fall and will probably endure for the whole of the next paragraph. If we both take a long enough run up, we should be able to jump right over that paragraph and end up in the one after it, which will almost certainly describe tomorrow morning. I think we should hold hands and do this together. Are you ready? Let’s run as far as that log and then leap…”

The sun vanished over an unseen horizon. Dusk gathered itself rapidly and the stars were very dim when they appeared through gaps in the thick canopy of rustling foliage. Owls hooted, rodents scurried and bright eyes glowed in the undergrowth; twigs snapped and the very trees appeared to unfreeze from some paralysis and move their branches like arms. Hours passed slowly, fearfully, chillingly.

Very slowly, the sky grew lighter. The night was finally coming to an end. The sun came up and climbed higher; and the character of the forest changed completely; the eeriness was utterly dispelled and now it was a cheerful place, a paradise of wild flowers and birds. The sun reached its highest point, began to descend, sank lower and lower and its ruby beams slanted almost horizontal between…

“Damn it!” grumbled the male.

“What’s the matter?” asked his companion.

“We jumped too far. We cleared not only the paragraph containing the night, but also the one describing the morning after, so we’re back in late afternoon – of the following day!”

The female considered this. Although unaware that the hooded figure had been left behind in yesterday, she said, “I don’t have the same uneasy feeling. Let’s camp here anyway.”

“I agree,” the male said, “and nothing has been lost by the jump. We’re one day closer to summer, in fact!”

 

THE HOUSE OF THE LYING SUN

 

There is a House in Old Orléans they call the Lying Sun… That’s how a song might begin. Except that this Orléans is pronounced Or-Lee-On and the house in question is a café rather than a brothel. Inside this café there are steps leading down into a cellar and in one corner of this cellar, which has been converted into a private room for patrons, the two merchants are trying to turn on each other. One of them said, “Why not purchase off me this bronze Ptolemaic model of the solar system? It depicts all the planets and stars in their correct positions!”

“No, it doesn’t; it shows the sun going round the Earth! And where are Uranus, Neptune, Pluto and Scruffy? I don’t want it. But you ought to like my efficient solar-powered torch…”

“Don’t be inane! That’s a joke, not a product!”

The other merchant gritted his teeth. “You misunderstand: it works off artificial light too! A real bargain!”

“Tell you what: why don’t we leave each other alone and go back out to search for some proper victims?”

As they climbed up the steps and then left the café, the sun shook his head and clucked his tongue. “Wine is bottled sunlight, so they say, and that cellar was full of rare vintages, so I overheard everything! Don’t they realise that Pluto is no longer an official planet? It was demoted in 2006 for an unspecified misdemeanour!”

 

THE BEACH BALL

 

The sun passed over a crowded beach in the middle of summer. He saw that people were throwing a yellow beach ball back and forth, yelling in joy as they caught it in outstretched arms. The sun studied the likeness of the ball and was highly flattered. They hadn’t included any spots. “That’s me, that is!” he announced proudly.

 

THE SUN BED

 

The two merchants approached the sun and said, “We have something to sell you that we know you’ll find very useful. In this box is the latest kind of sun bed! It’s very comfortable and perfect for tired suns. After a tough day crossing the sky and sharing your life-giving energy with plants and animals, you probably need to put your rays up and take it easy. There’s no better place than in this bed.”

“I don’t need much rest, to be honest,” explained the sun. “Just a few minutes of shut-eye every now and then; I get my winks during eclipses. Your product doesn’t interest me.”

“Don’t you ever take a siesta?”

“Only if the heat of a nearby star gets too much for me to continue my work. And that hasn’t occurred yet.”

“Then we’ll come back after the next supernova.”

“Sorry, I don’t buy that either!”

 

THE JEWELLER

 

There was a girl who took crystals and wrapped them in wire and twisted the wire into elaborate patterns, so the crystals could be hung from little chains and worn around the neck.

In the sunlight, these crystals shone with many colours.

“What are you up to?” asked the sun, as it passed overhead. “What are you doing with those sparkly things?”

“I’m making pedants,” answered the girl.

“Pedants? I think you mean pendants,” corrected the sun.

The girl smiled. “Yes, those too.”

 

THE MUSIC SHOP

 

The sun poked its nose into a music shop and saw a depressed prisoner in a cobwebbed corner. “What’s wrong?”

The prisoner said nothing in reply. Nothing at all.

“Let me guess,” pondered the sun. “Did you share this grim shop with a friend who entertained you with tales of distant places, through which you lived vicariously as a traveller? But now your friend has been moved to a different shop and you are bored again. The bubbles of illusion have all burst. Is that what occurred?”

The prisoner remained silent, unresponsive.

And so the sun said enticingly:

“If you speak to me, I’ll write down everything you say. Maybe a book can be made from it; a bestseller!”

Still no answer, no enthusiasm, nothing.

A gust entered the abandoned shop through a crack. The strings of the neglected instruments sang badly.

“What has happened?” cried the sun. “Don’t you recognise me? Rusty cello! Rusty cello! My old friend!”

The sun often makes linguistic mistakes.

According to the moon…

 

THE SUNDIAL

 

“I wonder what time it is?” the sun said as it passed over a land where trees were dropping fruit. There was no one to ask; but then it spotted a sundial in an overgrown garden. “I just need to consult this delightful contrivance and then I’ll know.”

But it came away frustrated.

“Typical! The part that holds the information is the one part that’s in shadow and I can’t see a thing!”

 

TIME GENTLEMEN PLEASE

 

In fact it’s time to wind up this set of absurd little stories and explain that the sequence is supposed to be a microcosm of a book I wrote that itself is a microcosm of my stated project of writing one thousand linked tales. I call that project my ‘Grand Wheel’ and I’ve been working on it for many years. I’m busy on it right now but it’s still far from completion. The book I mentioned is entitled Tallest Stories and is a sample or preview of what the finished project might be like.

Provided I do get to finish it, of course… There are forces out to stop me. I am standing in the pub known as the TALL STORY and slurping my pint of stout at the bar. Unlike most other pubs, this one tends to migrate from place to place, sometimes on wheels, sometimes not. It wanders the universe like a nomad; and on one occasion it even became the universe. Next to me is the girl who makes crystal pendants. She also happens to be the female hiker; and I’m the male.

She is drinking red wine. We have just returned from a camping trip in the forest. Abruptly the front door opens and the hooded figure strides in, his cloak spattered with mud and encrusted with leaves. He gazes around and spots me. Then he cries, “There he is! What did I pay you for? Do the job now, you incompetent buffoon!”

From a table in the corner rises a man: the assassin. The long dagger in his hand glimmers in the firelight.

“No hard feelings. I’m just making a living.”

“But what have I done?” I wail.

The assassin can’t tell me; he doesn’t know why I must die. But there’s no doubt in the mind of the hooded figure, who throws back his hood and reveals himself to be… The reader!

Yes, it’s you! You out there!

But you’re inside here now… And you say:

“Yes, it’s me! I’m tired of your whimsical nonsense and I want to shut you up. I began reading this story in the hope of learning a sensible thing or two, but almost immediately I realised I had been deceived. You must die and stop writing it; and I have arranged precisely that destiny for you. What do you have to say to that?”

“You’re too late. The story is over!”

The door opens again and all the characters from all the sub-chapters swarm in, their work finished. The merchants; astronomer; boy with the toasting fork (he toasts the bread on the open fire instead); the explorer lost in the desert; Ariadne and the dead vampiric Minotaur; Rustichello; the tribal philosophers and the missionary they ate; the woman from Pisa; and the entire population of Wales.

The pub is very crowded now and when I reach the door and look out, I notice the reader walking away along a winding road, the sun casting his shadow right out of this page and onto the wall or floor next to the chair you are sat in at this very moment.

 

NEW YEAR’S RESOLUTION

 

“If sunbathing is so dangerous and can cause skin cancer I’d better stop setting in the ocean,” mused the sun to itself one day, “and only set over mountain ranges from now on.”

 




The Parable of the Homeless Fable 

It’s high time I told you about a homeless fable I once knew. It’s always better to tell urgent tales at high time; those raconteurs who tell them at low time or middle time don’t seem to appreciate that increased chronic elevation benefits everyone. The views are finer up there, the air fresher. High time is best. And it’s high time right now, so I ought to get started while my temporal altimeter is at maximum.

There was a fable that didn’t belong to any known collection, neither from antiquity nor more modern times. Whether he was always homeless or had been expelled from some official opus is unknown; he claimed not to recall anything about his origins. I believed him then and I believe him now. I found him wandering, naked and delirious, in the street outside my house in the dark days of a very cold winter.

Naturally I took him in and nursed him back to a semblance of health. I’m not an especially sympathetic individual, my altruism isn’t copious or available on tap, but I can feel pity for a sentient entity that clearly has no chance of survival without assistance. So it was my moral duty to help. It can’t honestly be asserted that I looked forward to enjoying the company of this fabular foundling when it recovered.

For I am a loner, a misanthrope; and yes, misanthropy can apply to the creations and products of the human race as well as to the race itself. The fable is an artform I regard with distaste, a maudlin package of words that constitutes an item of propaganda. They have often been used to facilitate repression and stasis by advising those who read them to be satisfied with the existing state of affairs, to be submissive.

It is in the interests of the ruling classes, the rich and powerful elite, to foster among the poor the idea that we should all be satisfied with our lot in life, that to strive for change is catastrophic. Most fables encourage this reactionary notion: they warn the underprivileged masses to remain meek and unthreatening. They aren’t just harmless little tales but dampeners of ambition, metaphoric blows against progress.

In theory, a wise man shouldn’t help an injured fable.

But I am no revolutionary and I care not what regimes humans devise to make their own miserable lives even worse, provided I’m not included in a census of victims. Nonetheless I am an organic being with feelings, a recluse but not one with etiolated emotions; and I vowed to do my best to look after the feverish fable. I put him to bed, kept him warm, sang songs of soothing serenity while he softly slumbered.

Two weeks later, he was better. He sat at the breakfast table with me. I munched my overdone toast, spread thickly with apricot jam, and slurped my sweet black coffee and nodded politely at him and said, “Well now. It still remains to be decided what to do next with you. I have explained that you can’t stay here indefinitely. I value my privacy and seclusion and you have already managed to disrupt my routine.”

“Thank you for saving my life, Mr Excelsior!” he replied.

I quietly acknowledged his gratitude.

“But I want you to leave this afternoon,” I added.

“I have no wish to be a burden, sir!”

We remained silent for several minutes, but there was no awkwardness in the hiatus. I don’t think he expected or even hoped I would change my mind; indeed, he seemed rather anxious to be on his way, but not because he was the roving type, like a rumour, wandering from ear to ear, brain to brain, never pinned to the printed page. On the contrary, he had a mission to get himself lodged in a book. I realised that.

A homeless fable, it occurred to me, wasn’t a real fable, any more than an approximation is a fact. On some deep thematic level he had a burning urge to secure a place in an appropriate text, to insert himself into a tome where he might flourish and reach his full potential; and it seemed I ought to aid him in this quest also. Otherwise the charity I had already expended on him would be wasted, for he would wither.

“Very well,” I said briskly. “We must find you a proper home.”

“Thank you kindly, Mr Excelsior.”

“The logical place to search is in my library.”

And that’s where we went, when my final slice of toast was gone and the jam spoon licked as clean as a table’s soul. There was a shelf of dusty volumes that were mostly collections of fables. Like a protective father, I held hands with the fable as I knocked on the spine of the first title in the line of bound books. Most of them hadn’t been consulted for decades and were cobwebbed with spiders’ domiciles.

A voice rasped, “Yes? Who is there? What do you want?”

“Do you have any room for a lost fable?”

“Are you playing a joke?”

“Absolutely not! It’s a simple question.”

“But don’t you know who I am? I’m a definitive selection of Aesop’s fables, the most historically prestigious of all such collections! Scholars have ratified my entire contents over generations and they can’t possibly be adjusted now. It’s beyond consideration!”

I didn’t bother arguing but moved along to the next book.

“Hello?” called another voice.

“Will you kindly take in this homeless fable?”

“No. I’m the Panchatantra, attributed to Vishnu Sarma and older than two thousand years. Your fable is not even of the correct ethnicity. Your request is ludicrous and perhaps offensive!”

I proceeded to the third book in the row but the outcome was the same. The fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh volumes were even more disdainful in their utter refusal to contemplate adopting the fable whose prosaic grip on my hand weakened with each rejection. The collection of fables gathered by the Roman writer called Hyginus at least had the common decency to offer apologies for his rebuttal of our plea.

His near contemporary, Phaedrus, was downright rude; but possibly I knocked a little too hard on his spine, which was breaking apart with age. These were very conservative and hallowed works and petitioning them to expand their table of contents was patently absurd; and yet I had given them free shelf space for many years and I had hoped one of them would be willing to overlook tradition if I asked.

True, the relatively obscure volume attributed to Vardan Aygektsi, the 13th Century Armenian fabulist, did deign to discuss the grim plight of the homeless fable with me for a few minutes.

“Does he feature animals, that vagrant of yours?”

I was stumped by his question. “I don’t know. Let me check. I haven’t actually read him yet, I’m afraid.”

“Humph! Then you’re hardly in a position to recommend him to me, are you? Well, hurry and find out!”

“Do you feature animals?” I asked the homeless fable.

“I don’t think so,” he replied.

“What do you mean by that?” I cried. “Don’t you know what happens in your own narrative? Impossible!”

“Fables aren’t in the habit of reading themselves.”

“But surely some of the characters inside your text can do the reading for you and let you know?” I persisted.

“Their eyes will point outwards, unless they turn around, and that will only happen if they are fleeing danger.”

“So there is no danger in your tale? That’s a start!”

“Or else no characters,” he added.

“A fable without any characters!” I groaned.

“Or possibly they do exist and they are in danger, but the danger is too great for them to stop and read anything. They are too busy fleeing,” said Vardan Aygektsi’s softly rustling pages.

I nodded at this suggestion; it was plausible.

“Whatever the facts, I cannot read myself,” insisted the fable.

I rubbed my chin furiously in response.

But his excuse was valid. So I finally decided to read him and find out the truth for myself. I was mildly shocked by what I discovered when I peered inside him, but I have a strong mental constitution and recovered my composure rapidly. I am not easily intimidated by self-referentiality, recursion, loops, twists and hyperspatial geometries; indeed, the house in which I dwell is a whitewashed tesseract.

“There are no animals inside you,” I declared.

Vardan Aygektsi snorted; perhaps the book was sneezing on its thick dust, in the same way that an octopus might tickle itself senseless. With a heavy heart, I led the fable away from the shelf of books. It was pointless continuing our quest here. The columns of untried fabulists retreated into the distance: Berechiah, Biernat, Krasicki, Lessing, De la Fontaine (most elegant of all), Samaniego, Florian, Krylov.

None would accept the homeless fable. I knew this.

As we returned to the kitchen, my hapless charge asked, “No animals at all? Not even human beings?”

“There is a man. Just one though,” I sighed.

“With inanimate objects?”

“Yes, you are that kind of fable,” I said.

“Do they speak in words?”

I nodded. “Yes, they do. In a contrived manner.”

“Spoons, chairs, clouds?”

“No, not them. I will explain soon.”

We reached the kitchen. I brewed more coffee. Then I sat the fable on my callused knee and began, “You are an example of what is often called metafiction. In other words you are a fiction that makes overt reference to its fictional status as an integral part of its own text. Indeed, you reference yourself in a tight loop. Your opening words are, ‘It’s high time I told you about a homeless fable I once knew.’ So—”

He blinked up at me. “What?”

I extended my hands in a gesture of surrender to fate. “In our present culture, there is no literary form more unjustly maligned than metafiction. Readers will say you are too clever for your own good; that you are smug and shallow, that you are merely showing off. Such insults won’t hurt less for being ill-judged. Your life will become a perfect misery. It’s my duty to protect you from that. I have an idea.”

He looked up at me and trembled, but there was strength in his gaze, a determination not to appear weak.

“I will embed you in a parable,” I declared.

“A parable?” he muttered.

“Yes, with a moral to the effect that we must be kinder to the products of metafiction, more considerate of self-referentiality. Parables are always about ordinary men and women, never animals or inanimate objects, and that’s how they differ by definition from fables; if you are embedded in a parable, the focus of your story will shift from you, a talking fable, to me, a man; a man who makes a plea for you.”

He looked uncertain. “Are parables comfortable?”

I slurped my coffee loudly, one of my talents. “They tend to be small and cramped, but don’t worry. The parable won’t be your home. You will live in the minds of the readers who read this story, the tale I am currently writing for you, the actual parable that is a vehicle to carry you from non-existence into living brains. The instant the parable is published you must be ready to leap out from the page…”

“Will I have a soft landing?” he whispered.

“Oh yes! Brains are spongy and will absorb the impact. You will find your new abode roomy and furnished with taste. You can ask for no finer home than the brain of a good reader.”

“At what point should I make the leap?” he asked.

“When they reach this point.”

“Now?” he babbled.

“Now!” I cried; and he sprang out…

…and landed in your consciousness. Did you feel him bounce off your synapses with a slight thud? I know that he’ll be happy there among your other thoughts, your memories and feelings. Your brain is one of the best to be found anywhere; thus I thank you from the top of the bottom of my heart. If I can ever return the favour, let me know. Regards to you! Please write your name in the following space.

 




Sunstorm 

“A storm on the sun could take us back to the Stone Age.” — Alok Jha

 

Ug reached the top of the cliff and paused for breath, wiping drool from his chin with the back of a hairy hand. It had been a difficult climb and he was dehydrated as well as exhausted. But the cave mouth was ahead and he knew he would be able to rest inside.

The top of the cliff was broad and flat and almost perfectly circular, a mesa high above the savannah and its attendant dangers. A vast boulder stood in the centre of the mesa and this boulder was hollow, carved into a home by flint chisels, a task not so daunting as it may seem, for the stone was very soft and crumbly, easily worked.

In fact it wasn’t really a stone at all, but a gigantic egg with a split in the side, laid by some monstrous flying reptile, and that split was the way into the cosy empty space, his own house.

A massive bear had occupied it originally but he had chased it out and away with thrown stones and sharp shouts.

Ug waited for his pulse rate to settle, then he loped toward the alluring entrance. His woman would be within, sewing skins into clothes, perhaps making a musical instrument from a tusk.

She wouldn’t be expecting him back until tomorrow.

He called out to her, “Ra-Kel?”

No answer. That was strange. She loved to sew skins into clothes and it was more than he could do to dissuade her from spending all her spare time on this work. Of her own free will, she never would have abandoned a task so satisfying and useful, unless—

She couldn’t have followed him without his knowing.

So she must be inside, surely?

“Ra-Kel?” he repeated, even louder.

He reached the entrance and peered inside but it took several moments for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Ra-Kel wasn’t inside. Her work lay on the floor, trampled by dirty footprints.

Ug crouched and sniffed. The quality of the strange animal skins they had found on top of this mesa was high indeed. They had been attached to the shell of the egg by tough sinews when Ug and Ra-Kel first discovered them up here on this lofty refuge, seemingly waiting for them, a gift from the gods perhaps? The only explanation.

“Ra-Kel!” shrieked Ug. Then he listened carefully.

A faint voice reached him. “Ug!”

It came from outside the egg, from far away, thin and desperate, as if it belonged to a spirit or the wind, which probably were the same things. Ug rushed back out into the glare, shielded his eyes and gazed around. But he saw nothing, only the bare ground of the perfectly flat top of the mesa, no vegetation or cover of any sort anywhere.

The whisper came again, “Ug!”

Squinting, he tried to work out the right direction. Then he stumbled to the far edge of the mesa and looked down. At first he reeled from what he saw, the sheer drop, the immensity of height and space, but then he saw a dreadful outrage in progress. A theft.

A stranger was stealing his woman! A rival.

Halfway down the face of the cliff, the hairy brute had thrown Ra-Kel over his left shoulder and was climbing down with only his free hand and two legs, a tricky feat considering the unreliability of the handholds and footholds. Ug wailed and clenched his fists.

The stranger paused and looked up, his immense black brows visible even from this distance. It was Og! Og, whom Ug had once treated as a brother, whom he had pulled from a quicksand after he had been chased by a sabre-toothed tiger into a swamp…

“Og!” bellowed Ug ferociously.

“Ug!” mocked Og as he flashed his teeth upwards.

“Ra-Kel!” shrieked Ug.

“Ug!” answered Ra-Kel, her tiny fists pounding the back of her captor but with no discernible effect at all.

Ug was frantic with frustration and worry, with intense concern for his mate and for his own honour. Shooting pains riddled his pride, biting him like mosquitoes. He had to rescue her! How? He thought about dropping a rock onto Og’s head and splitting his treacherous skull, but then Ra-Kel would be loosed into the immensity of death.

He had to climb down and confront Og on the ground. An idea jumped into his mind, almost as if it was an edible animal, and he trapped it there, examined it, grinned with the joy of the catch.

Running back to the egg, he entered and fumbled in the yolky shadows for the coiled sinews, his fingers closing on them, extracting five from the hiding place like the innards of an endless pig. He loped back to the edge of the mesa and looked over the side again.

Og was making slow progress. He still had far to descend.

Ra-Kel was whimpering softly now.

Ug tied the five sinews together to make a rope.

Frantically looking around, he located a projection of rock that stuck itself out a few inches into the void. He tied one end of the rope around it with a knot his father had taught him and then he dropped the tangle and watched it unwind, the far end striking the dusty ground with an audible slap ten seconds later. A mythical snake.

Taking a series of deep breaths, Ug abruptly pushed himself into space and dangled. His large hands clutched the sinew and burned as they slid down and for a terrifying moment he thought he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from sliding all the way to the bottom at a speed comparable to a fall. He gripped tighter and braked slightly.

Then he worked out that if he wrapped one of his legs around the rope, he could control his descent even more accurately. He passed the level of Og and snarled at him. Og jerked his head up with a frown but Ug already was below him, the pain of his blisters truly forgotten in the swelling and joyful fury of triumph that suffused his being.

His feet struck the ground with a force that jarred the bones in his hips and he keeled over, grimacing through the agony until it began to fade, to become a comfortable ache, like a frost burn.

The sun flared high overhead. That huge yellow ball had been in a bad mood lately, flinging arcs of fire over itself. Ug could almost hear the sun hissing in the sky as it cast shadows with very sharp definition from every solid object, including himself as he stood up.

He bunched his fists and waited for Og to reach the ground.

“Ra-Kel!” screamed Ug in anticipation.

“Ug!” she responded as she came lower, still on the left shoulder of an ugly brute, a treacherous rival, a predator…

Og jumped the final few feet, landing upright.

Ug bared his teeth and charged.

To Ug’s amazement, Og didn’t brace himself to absorb the impact but turned and ran. He was fleet of foot, even with a woman on his shoulder, and easily outpaced his pursuer. Ug was vaguely aware of the entrance to a cave at the base of the mesa that passed in a blur as he forced himself to increase his speed. He howled in frustration.

But his ululation achieved nothing.

Og didn’t race off across the plain, but circled the massive outcrop, the mighty cliff, keeping close to the root of the sandy rock. Panting, Ug held his aching side and found his vision blurring.

But he didn’t give up. He bit his lip, tasted blood.

The sun beat down in boiling waves.

Sweat made Ug’s eyes smart, as if nettle juice had been squeezed into them, and he wiped both with a hairy forearm. He staggered, the bloated bursting sun seeming to pulse inside his head. Loops of fire leapt from the surface of that relentless orb, chiding tongues of unbearable energy. With a sickening gasp, Ug turned the next corner.

He had completely circled the mesa…

Back to the spot where he had descended; and Og was waiting for him and so was Ra-Kel, but the result was hideous.

Og had made a noose from the end of the long sinew, the rope that Ug had used to descend from the top of the cliff, and had placed it around the neck of Ra-Kel. He was holding the woman up in his burly arms and Ug knew that if he let her go, Ra-Kel would hang.

Ug didn’t know what to do. If he attacked Og, then his woman would choke to death. If he ran to help her, Og would take the opportunity to kill him while he was distracted. He stood still.

But Og made the decision for him. He let Ra-Kel go.

Her scream was cut off, turned into a gargle as the noose tightened and she dangled in mid-air, her feet a few inches above the ground. Og moved aside and beckoned at Ug, mouthing obscenities. Ug ran at him like a bull and Og danced nimbly aside, laughing.

He was standing near the entrance to that other cave, Og was, and with his hands on his hips he was grinning at Ug, mocking him, while Ra-Kel kicked ineffectually in her death throes.

Then something large rushed out of the cave.

A bear! The bear from above…

Ug was sure it was the same beast that he had chased out of the egg. It must have climbed safely down the cliff, using its claws to grip the stone, moving into this new home, making a life for itself here; but always ready to take revenge on humans, those who had evicted it, persecuted it, hurt it with the sharp edges of broken pebbles.

Og didn’t have time to turn, to see what form his death had taken. The bear broke his neck with a single swipe.

Ug ran to help Ra-Kel. Then the sun stopped spitting.

Everything lurched, faded, congealed.

The sinew snapped. Ra-Kel sprawled to the ground, to the sidewalk, a pavement of neatly fitting slabs. Ug crouched over her. “Are you alright? I think the sunstorm has finished now…”

Ug remembered the way things really were.

The mesa was a skyscraper. An experimental rocket had landed on the flat roof and the chimp inside had managed to open the capsule hatch and escape. Here it was now, lurking in the shadows of the lobby entrance. It made a series of rude gestures at Ug.

The parachute fabric, the cords attaching it to the capsule. Everything had been interpreted differently, hadn’t it? The chimp had been a bear. It wasn’t possible, was it? Just because a violent solar storm had jammed all the communications satellites in orbit…

The man on the ground stood and dusted off his suit.

“Oglethorpe!” bellowed Ug.

“Yes, it’s me. The solar storm is over.”

“It was a quick Stone Age, thank goodness. I suppose we’d better get back to work now,” said Mr Ugolino.

Mr Oglethorpe nodded. They both glanced at Raquel.

She rubbed her bruised throat.

“We ought to file a report about this too.”

“Later. The accounts take priority. The auditors are arriving tomorrow and there can’t be any irregularities.”

She nodded. Then she squinted. “Was it painful?”

“Being killed by a bear? You bet!”

They went inside the building and took the elevator to the top floor. A mammoth that was slow to change back lumbered past them in the widest corridor, knocking over the water cooler.

 

“The sun regularly has Earth-sized storms on its surface that end up ejecting dangerous radiation and particles into space. Mostly these dangerous bits of energy head off into deep space. But what would happen if the Earth got in the way? You could kiss goodbye to the Internet and your electricity supply. Banks and governments would not be able to function. Satellites would be blinded.” — The Doomsday Handbook

 




The Pig Iron Mouse Dooms the Moon 

“I’ll tell you why I hate the moon so much,” said the Pig Iron Mouse, his whiskers twitching and picking up radio broadcasts from far away. “I don’t have any secrets, and if I did I wouldn’t keep them from my friends, and even if you weren’t my friends I would tell you anyway, I would,” he added with magnetic sincerity.

“The light, that’s why, that’s the reason! That mellow spreading on the charred toast of the shadowy landscape of night, it makes life harder for any nocturnal creature that fears predators. And I live in constant dread of the Molybdenum Cat, that prowling howling demon with the electric headlamp eyebeams.

“He can switch them off when the moon’s full and then he’s more dangerous than ever and only last year he pounced on the Cupronickel Vole and dented him to death with his teeth, and that’s not the way I want to go, no sir, no madam, not the way at all! Pounced on from behind a tumbled stack of science journals.

“So I decided to get rid of the moon, do away with it, break the blasted thing and even the odds a little, a smidgen, a sliver. And I thought of ways I might accomplish this feat and it occurred to me that maybe the best course of action would be to catch the moon as it touched the horizon on its way to bed. I decided to impale it.

“Now I’m not cruel, not at all, and I didn’t want to make the moon suffer, so I raised a very long thin sharp pole on the horizon and I greased it for the entire length, and I knew that the moon’s doom would be quick on that slick skewer and nearly painless. I used all my engineering expertise to make that deadly pole, truly I did.

“Then I waited for the moon to rise in the east and travel across the sky and settle down unawares on my lethal spike, but for some reason the full fool missed my trap, cunningly wrought and perfectly positioned as it was, and set behind the pole. I was dismayed, let me tell you! Had I made an error with my calculations?

“Well, I set off on foot and reached the base of the pole and there I saw that it no longer stood on the horizon. Somehow the horizon had moved further away to the west. Maybe it was migrating for the season, heading elsewhere to breed or feed or do whatever it is that horizons do to keep themselves in line, I don’t know.

“So I made another pole at the place where the horizon had gone to, it was an identical greased spike, long thin sharp, and I waited again and once more the moon missed the point and set behind it. I puffed my cheeks and popped a rivet in the left one, that’s how exasperated I was, and I set off to locate the new site of the horizon.

“This went on and on and I never succeeded in impaling the moon and one morning I reached the horizon and saw that a pole was already there. It was the first one I had fixed in place. I had gone right around the entire planet! That realisation annoyed me slightly and I felt despondent and very tired and I was embarrassed also.

“You are going to ask me where the Molybdenum Cat was during this time. It’s a good question and the answer is that I don’t know, no sir, no madam, but I guess he was around about, lurking smirking, metal fur bristling, waiting for the opportunity to pounce, but that opportunity clearly never came for here I am, still here, me, talking to you.”

 

“I wanted to know,” continued the Pig Iron Mouse, “how the moon was avoiding my traps so successfully, so I decided to find out. What I did was this,” he added, his whiskers drooping and the signal fading and the strange dance music from distant lands dying. “I plucked out my left eyeball, the one above the cheek that had popped the rivet, I did.

“I plucked it out and it was already loose, so it didn’t hurt much, and I made a rocket engine powerful enough to carry that eyeball, which after all was a minimal payload, out of our atmosphere, with its odour of buttercups and weasels, and into space, outer space, and through the void, the external void, all the way to the moon, and down.

“When the eyeball was safely down on the surface of the moon, it was able to peer up at our planet, the world we’re standing on right now, and watch as the Earth travelled across the sky and set on the horizon. That’s what it saw, and because it saw that then so did I, because it was my eye, still my eye, up there on the moon, our moon.

“And then I realised that it was all a matter of perspective. That’s why I had failed to impale the moon! From the surface of the moon things looked very different, very different indeed, yes sir, yes madam, and in fact it was the Earth that was doing the setting on the horizon, not the moon. Which explains why it wasn’t landing on my spikes.

“Perspective was to blame, that’s what I concluded after my eye saw all that, so I decided to approach the problem from that angle. I went to the government department responsible for perspective and I knocked on the front door but it didn’t open, so I knocked on it again even harder and it still remained shut, but a window gaped wide.

“The window was high up, on the top level of the building, and an unseen voice called down at me, saying: ‘Sorry, no member of the public is allowed inside the Department of Perspective, please go away and don’t come back!’ And then the window was closed with a bang and I pretended to go away but in fact I hid and waited for nightfall.

“Then I entered the building by climbing onto the roof and sliding down the chimney. Once I was inside I located the room where they keep the machines that control perspective, devices that ensure that parallel lines stretching to infinity only seem to converge at a distant point but don’t really, and I adjusted the dials more to my liking.

“Then I sabotaged those machines so they were stuck like that. And I climbed back out of the chimney and headed for home and now I noticed that the two parallel lines of the railway track I walked down really did meet at a point, and that point was next to my house. I turned my key in the door and it was very late when I went to bed.

“When I awoke early in the morning I went to prepare my breakfast and I had broccoli and chocolate as usual, but something had changed. The pieces of broccoli looked like the trees of a rainforest and the triangular wedges of chocolate resembled alpine peaks, and because the laws of perspective had been changed they really were that massive.

“Needless to say, I only nibbled at them and then I went out and amused myself by filling my cheeks with air and puffing at distant towers that instantly fell down because they were only as big as they looked, whereas objects that were near my remaining eye seemed large and therefore were. A lost child’s marble was like a fallen moon.”

 

“When the real moon appeared in the sky,” continued the Pig Iron Mouse, “I simply reached out and snatched it in my jaws. Then I crunched it to pieces between my teeth. Can’t say it was particularly tasty. No sooner had I finished than I spied the Molybdenum Cat far away, coming over the horizon like an idle thought. I seized my chance.

“I lunged at his tiny figure and I don’t rightly know what happened next but he vanished from sight. I’m fairly sure I didn’t swallow him. The only plausible explanation is that he jumped into my empty eye socket, the left one, and hid inside the cave it formed. Probably he still lives there, like something out of prehistory, warming his paws around a fire.

“I bet he even invites passing travellers inside to sit around the flames with him while he entertains them with stories, tales about the Pig Iron Mouse, like this one for example, exactly like this one in fact, told from the viewpoint of the Pig Iron Mouse himself, just to be clever. And now the flames are dying down and I’ll bid you a moonless goodnight.”
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