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COUNTABLE INTRODUCTION BY BRIAN ALDISS
A fifty-word story? Isn’t that magical? The creation of all fictions is part magic. For a fifty-worder, you must be numerate as well as literate. The Daily Telegraph took to my idea; ‘Mini-sagas’ ran there for six years! Here are my own interpretations.
 
With an Introduction of... how many words?



1. INDOORS WITH DELILAH
On a remote landing in Grandfather’s castle hangs a certain portrait. It dominates my life. Two heavy-breasted women, one nursing a fox, dance to an unseen musician. Does my wife hear that obscure music? Do I? Life itself is an obscure music. But how can I describe in only fifty—



2. THE TRYST
Our wine arrives. She says, ‘The hemispheres of my brain are unusually developed.’
 
I study my glass. ‘It’s Venetian. 1900 or 1910.’
 
‘My lover adores Venice.’
 
‘Have you ever read Ruskin?”
 
‘Dreadful decor they display here.’
 
‘Love your dres…’
 
‘God, is that the time?’
 
Ours was a meeting of minds.



3. IT CAME FROM OUTER SPACE
A great naughty shapeless thing flew in from space. I rushed to the mighty Gloewer, Swordsman Unparalleled. He was eating a leisurely breakfast.
 
‘We need you, Gloewer! Kill! Kill!’
 
‘I’m eating, okay?’
 
‘But your mighty sword...’
 
‘The Spoon is mightier than the Sword,’ he said.
 
I awoke – another SF dream!



4. COMPLEX BEHAVIOURS
‘I can peck very hard,’ boasted the hen.
 
‘I’m a complex character,’ the fox whispered back.
 
‘But you’re kind – aren’t you?’ the hen asked nervously.
 
‘From Monday to Saturday, certainly – wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ the fox rolled on his back.
 
‘Oh, but today is—’
 
‘Sunday!’ the fox shrieked, pouncing.



5. WHEN YOU’RE SMILING
A terrific explosion ripped the Louvre apart. Smoke covered half of Paris. Many masterpieces were destroyed in that act of terrorism. 
 
WHO COULD PROFIT FROM THIS OBSCENE ATTACK? the editorials demanded. 
 
A small boy ran off, trophy in hand. Above his bed now hangs the smile of the Mona Lisa.



6. PAINTING BY KARL SPITZWEG
Here in this remote monastery live men of God. The monks squat over their prayer sheets on the balcony overlooking the valley. Their prayers are heard Above. Occasionally, a monk will rise, lift his robe, and piss into the valley. The yellow stream falls, falls... faint cries are heard Below. 



7. WANTED, THE WILDERNESS
I loved a distant Canadian lady who once said jokingly that black bears invaded her garden. She teased me for believing her. ‘Fallstone’s too suburban for bears,’ said she. But she sends me cards depicting bears. So she too wanted to believe. 
 
Bears or suburbs? Which most moves the mind?



8. THE DRAGON SLAYERS
Grandson Thomas was playing with a friend.
 
‘We’re killing dragons!’
 
Their play became more violent. Everywhere dragons were bleeding and dying, to boyish laughter.
 
‘Let’s crush this dragon in a wheelie-bin!’ 
 
‘Bang! Bang!’
 
Alarmed, I protested: ‘The Chinese like dragons. They think dragons are good.’
 
‘But,’ they yelled, ‘we’re Americans!’



8. THE UNDERGROUND STRIKE
Heathrow was closed down. Runways silent. Terminals shuttered. Not a plane anywhere. A solitary visitor asks what happened. The official shrugs. Mute.
 
‘So there’s a strike? A nuclear war? Has it been nationalised? Has Al-Qaeda struck? Has the U.S.A. bought up England?’
 
The official: ‘It’s moles on the runway, sir.’



10. DELILAH’S DANCE
Delilah danced downstairs, garments fluttering. Rooms went dim. Her smile, her perfume, dazzled. I – I, caught in her dance... her... did I even kiss those lips? She who could never be happy made me happy. That vision still pursues me – what am I? No philosophy withstood her: dance her identity...



11. THE LIVING PAST: A Rhyme
The grand old Sphinx had lost her nose.
As for her eyes, you could not see ‘em.
In Cairo, law was passed to say,
Before the next sandstorm arose, 
A van would call from the Museum
And she would be there on display.
[The Sphinx got up and crept away.]



12. XENOPHOBIA
Mrs Fitzstanley-Jones was not at all good with foreigners. Her conversation with the Danes was rather stiff: ‘It must be tragic to grow up realising you’re not British, eh?’
 
‘Or to discover you’re a snob,’ the Dane suggested.
 
‘But Copenhagen’s so draughty,’ she complained, leaving the Tivoli in a huff.



13. SANCTUARY: A Poem
Joseph remembered that ‘Sanctuary’ was a poem. He longed to read it again but could not find it.
 
‘I searched the pantry, sir,’ said Moffins, ‘but couldn’t find it.’ 
 
Joseph sighed. ‘I just remember that line, “I searched but could not find it...”’
 
‘Maybe you ate it, sir,’ Moffins suggested.



14. THE FRENCH READER
The dear child gazes forlornly at her mother.
Her mother regards the black macaw.
The black macaw scrutinises the one-legged gardener.
The one-legged gardener spies on the small boys.
The small boys watch the cook.
The cook bakes a pie containing the dear child with asparagus.
The student reads French.



15. MUSICAL TASTES
Who would have thought The Wall
Would last at all?
Who’d have thought, let’s say, The Cure
and their music would endure.
When the music of The Beach Boys
is just forgotten noise –
whether or not any man
brings back Telemann –
or whether or not anyone
brings back the gavotte?



16. JOCASTA SPEAKS
 
	OEDIPUS: 	Once we have the palace built
		Once we have the river tamed 
		Once we liquidate our problems – 
		Quell the gossip of the city – 
		Then we start to live our lives. 

 
	JOCASTA: 	But when we have the palace built
		When we’ve solved the other things
		Then will our lives be almost done. 




17. ESCAPE, 1255 A.D.
The fens stretching endlessly...
 
An ancient savant splashing onwards, exhausted
The villainous Danes were close behind –
If he could reach Yarmouth, he would be safe...
A deep pool lay ahead.
Oh for a boat!
Or – a time machine to transport him to a civilized world of helicopters!
 
Danes, fens, futurity...



18. THE OLD HOUSE
Our dear old English house... five generations of our family lived here. Our every room is history... I’m last of the line. ‘Old Mad Molly’ they call me. Maybe... but poverty... I’ve sold out to a wealthy Arab. He declared, ‘I will care for your house, madam!’ But that minaret...



19. THE SHORT LIFE OF ROSETTA STONE
I couldn’t understand this mini-saga. Has Rosetta Stone remarried? Or was that dark man her doctor? I gave it a shake. Ah, I see! – the dark man’s a bigamist. In which case... another gentle shake. So then that couple were her parents... so much life crammed into fifty words! Amazing! 



20. THE CALL OF THE WILD: in verse
The lions sleep in Africa’s heat
With antelope herds grazing near.
Couth though they seem, the joints of meat,
Their dreams they are composed of deer.
 
The deer lie in Botswana’s shade
Where deodar leaves hang like tresses.
Although they all look meek and staid,
They dream of eating lionesses.



21. LOST AT SEA!
Furious storms! Homeric winds and waves! The cockleshell boat Ulysses II driven into unknown waters. Before the bow, a mighty figure arose dripping from the depths. Lightning lit his shoulders – Neptune himself! 
 
‘Get out of my territory!’ he roared.
 
The skipper bellowed back: ‘Is this the way to Grimsby, mate?’



22. RUINS
The Cumbersides – young, newlywed – bought an old French chateau.
Restorations occupied eleven years.
 
Violet looked out over the misty winter-bound Dordogne.
‘Is this all of my life?’ she asked herself.
Violet’s question lay mute.
They stared at one another.
Alone. Unknown.
Silence all-encompassing.
 
Not so much terror as existential unease.



23. THE UPRISING
Marlene Dietrich, cool and lovely, playing a Russian princess, came down the wide palace steps to confront a mob. Revolution had begun. I must have been five when I saw that film. Title? Forgotten. What happened next? Only lovely Marlene is remembered – not that ugly mob.
 
Ah, one’s first erection!



24. THE SUBJECT UNDER DISCUSSION
One fine day, all domestic animals plumped for language.
 
‘Shall we talk politics?’ a sheep inquired.
 
‘Slimming regimes,’ Pig shouted.
 
‘Sex,’ suggested a bull.
 
‘Grazing rights?’ a horse neighed.
 
‘The beauty of feathers,’ a hen simpered.
 
‘Human cruelty,’ suggested a cat.
 
‘I second that,’ growled a dog.
 
Carried nem con.



25. ANIMAL FARM
The hen in the previous mini-saga was annoyed.
 
‘I wanted to talk about the beauty of feathers...’
 
Only a donkey would listen.
 
‘Feathers are much better then fur! Ask any hen – they’ll tell you! They’ve got colour. 
 
They’re more feathery!’
 
She turned to the farmer: ‘Right, Bert?’
 
‘Cluck-cluck-cluck,’ he replied.



26. CIVILIZATION
Professor Andrew Clements was eighty-two when his revolutionary theory of history was published.
 
“Can you really believe that all civilisations are based on exploitation?” sneered a rival.
 
‘Prejudiced fool!’ heckled another.
 
Clements sat down. Forty years of research against opposition had bankrupted him. He was civilised – and now crudely criticised.



27. THE ETERNAL PRESENT
Oh, he was going.
 
‘It’s the... thisness...’
 
Face pale as pillow...
 
‘Dad, I don’t understand,’ I said.
 
He struggled for breath. ‘Beauty... beauty of the valleys...’ – gaze drifting towards the window – ‘Out there – it’s… forever... now...’ 
 
‘Yes, Dad.’
 
‘Promise me—’
 
He breathed his last. 
 
His request remains forever present.



28. THE IMPACT OF POETRY
Poet and mistress were having a flaming row. She hit Neddy over the head with a volume of Wordsworth’s poetry.
 
‘I wish,’ he grunted, ‘I were back in Grasmere.’ 
[Note subjunctive!]
 
‘What does that mean?’ Flo snarled.
 
‘It’s called “tranquility recollected in emotion”.’
 
He fended off another blow.



29. A SALTY SACRIFICE
Exceptionally low tides on the Norfolk coast
revealed a sunken cathedral.
It made world-wide news!
I – an Anglican bishop – was the first 
to enter this ancient pre-Saxon structure.
Pumps were still pumping.
Everything dripped.
Festooned seaweed produced a dim religious light.
But – Horror! – a Mermaid hung
nailed to the Cross!



30. MY HOME TOWN
‘Come with me, darling!’ I begged.
Despairingly, Kathleen shook her head. ‘Please, no, Roy...’
Knowing it was hopeless, I went alone.
 
My old home town!
I had prospered financially. The town had failed:
pavements cracked, shops closed, houses empty.
Though in better shape, 
I was disenchanted, wretched, old, empty, too.



31. CINEMA PARADISO
There we sit together in the dark!
A long tracking shot carries us into
Bright lights, to movement, to fame.
Here are beautiful friends again – 
Nicole Kidman, Hugh Grant.
‘I’ll buy you the city, babe...’
We of that anonymous crowd, we too are known –
Famous, witty, admired, with lovely bodies...



32. CRO-MAGNON HE SPEAK
I kill. I hit with club.
He dead man-maybe-animal. I dance on he. 
I Big King. 
Me with woman. 
She speak much with teeth. Shine. I like.
 
He man-maybe-animal he no come again.
Come Moon, eat man-maybe-animal.
Fire...
Dance...
Fuck...
I Big King.
I speak many. Maybe speak fifty word.



33. THE NEW LIFESTYLE
‘One half of our population is always sick,’ declared the newly-crowned ‘Sickest Man of 2140’, accepting his award to great acclaim.
 
Sickness – new pay-off lifestyle.
 
‘We seek ever innovative modes of sickness.’
 
So he said, as half his face fell off.
 
Applause. 
 
Vomiting.
 
‘Together, we and our allies the viruses.’



34. APHORISM
‘So how do you rate mini-sagas?’ I asked Oscar. Wilde replied he never thought of them. The Café Royal was crowded.
 
I continued, ‘Folk say they’re a minor art form. They get the knack and cannot stop inventing them.’
 
He smiled, and said, ‘The incontinent in search of the inconsequent...’



35. RUDOLF HESS
1987 Peace Talks in Geneva. 
 
Rudolf Hess paced the ground slowly. Years had passed beyond his prison walls. A guard said ‘Good morning’ – the prisoner did not answer.
 
In his skull rattled phantasms of the century.
 
As darkness fell, he asked, ‘Is Adolf still living? Did we win the war?’



36. RETURN OF DEAR OLD GRANNIE 
So sweet she looks, but strained. ‘Lovely to have you back from... that place,
Grannie dear.’
 
Smiling, she says, ‘My little grand-daughter’s grown plump!’
 
Grannie’s alone in her room. She begins to grow claws.
 
Grand-daughter knocks.
 
‘Come in, pet. All alone?’
 
‘Yes, Grannie.’
 
‘Oh good!’ Saliva drips as door closes.



37. A LONG-STANDING HERO!
Yellow banners came down from the mountains. Triumphant soldiery poured into the Capital. Everywhere – burning cars, cheering crowds, waving flags. Their great rebel leader, the hero, appeared upon the Rathaus steps.
 
‘This day,’ he shouted, ‘marks a new epoch in our nation’s history!’
 
And so began twenty years of tyranny.



38. AN EXILE’S MINI-SAGA
Wolverhampton in winter! Bad housing. Filth on streets. Everything drab. Often I long to be back in the Caribbean, sun every day. Crime and corruption there, sure.
 
Still, a caff in the evening, music, whores... but there’s work in Wolverhampton. And Molly.
 
You expect all my feelings in fifty words?



39. CROSSROADS
Was it at the crossroads I met her, she who was to change my life? Or was it at that second crossroads I failed? The rich man in his castle, me down a side alley. I met her and I failed to change? Cursed poverty… I’ve changed. Too late? Why?



40. HIGH TIDE
Abbey ruins stood by the sea, near Jake’s bungalow.
 
‘We’re standing on the shores of eternity,’ Madge told him. 
 
Jake liked the sound of eternity. They programmed it into their lives and laptops. High times. High tides. Now the abbey’s gone. Jake? Madge? Who calls? Is that the gull’s cry?



41. HAPPINESS AND SUFFERING
The doors of the Palace closed behind the young king. For twenty years he dallied with his favourite courtesan. Outside, the land fell into decay. Warlords terrorised the population. Famine and pestilence struck, of which the chronicles still tell. The king, aged, finally emerged. He had no history to relate.



42. A VOICE IN A GARDEN
Walking in evening in our garden, we heard a small voice speak, saying ‘There is but one voice...’
 
Alison asked, ‘Are we one voice, together or apart?’
 
I kissed her tenderly.
 
‘Can you define water by describing its H2O?’
 
Said we: ‘The flowering of our relationship is itself one voice.’



43. A LITTLE HEART SONG
She sang me a little song in her small voice. I applauded. 
 
She said, smiling, ‘It took no time.’
 
‘But it did take time, lady!’
 
Tulips grow in your garden. They take your time. Take another breath. It also takes your time. You have how much time? Her song remains...



44. THE LENIENCY OF THE LORD ALMIGHTY
‘Next we come to my least favourite type of mini-saga,’ said God to the trillions listening.
 
‘I refer to all mini-sagas about Adam and Eve. Clichés – nothing more...’
 
But catching sight of the couple lurking on a nearby cloud: ‘Course, it’s nice that you’re still popular down below,’ he grinned.



45. GLAMOROUS SMILE, BRAVE GOLDFISH
Knowing I was born in a low haiku and specialised in small things, someone asked me if I could write a story in only six words. Clever-clogs that I am, I did not hesitate. I smiled my glamorous smile. Here’s what I told him: ‘Amazing! Goldfish fights crocodile. Goldfish wins!’



46. MY FRIEND EDDIE
Yesterday, my dear old pal Eddie was alive. Today, he’s dead. All his kindness, his wisdom, where are they now?
 
‘Don’t grieve, dad,’ said Wendy. ‘Eddie passed such qualities on to our family, didn’t he? Otherwise you would not be weeping.’
 
‘But he’s gone...’
 
‘Yes, but be glad, he lived...’



47. THE DINOSAUR ARCHBISHOP
Despite heat waves, everyone celebrated the thousandth birthday of the Dinosaur Archbishop of Gondwanaland. This monster sage was truly wise, truly revered. Under his sway, no nuclear wars occurred for several centuries. 
 
‘He sees eternity in a sand of grain,’ pronounced Prince Bronnersaw, ‘and all possible worlds in fifty worms.’



48. THE LAWN TILL DAWN
This was a sultry summer night
When after dinner, to his delight,
Lovesome and lecherous Maurice
Found himself alone with Doris,
Feisty, fair.
Catching her with no chance to prepare
He slipped a hand into her underwear.
She acquiesced
And soon undressed.
 
They lay till dawn
On the Upper Lawn.



49. THE STANDING STONE
Onto this great standing Stone
a magician carved a heart alone.
 
Storms and centuries soon passed.
the human race left Planet Earth
much like a receding tide.
The Sun died.
The standing stone then reestablished birth.
 
Life of stone is slow and vast
taking the stormy ages in its stride.



50. DIVING BELLE
‘Now I am old,’ he told this young lady, ‘I care less what others think.’
 
She thought about it: ‘Mmmm, an example?’
 
‘I was a diver.’
 
‘Well?’ 
 
‘Then, I went down into seas. Now, I’d like to go down on you.’ 
 
‘The indirect approach!’ she laughed, spreading her pretty legs.



EPILOGUE: CAN YOU FEEL ANYTHING?
‘Can you feel anything when I do this?’ it asked.
 
No, I replied.
 
“When I steal away your youth?’
 
No.
 
‘Your health?’
 
No.
 
‘Your wealth?’
 
No.
 
‘When I kill your wife by cancer?’
 
Bugger off, Thing! I cried. You don’t exist!
 
But Intellect asked, ‘Why hate what does not exist?’
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