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Yet everything that touches us, me and you,
takes us together like a violin's bow,
which draws one voice out of two separate strings.

— Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘Love Song’
(Translated by Stephen Mitchell)



PROLOGUE

To Be Here

Two bodies to be seen from behind,
arm in arm, stepping into the show.

A face turns, a mouth says one thing
then another is looped through

to fill it out, to glance against,
to miss the point, to nail the nub

and, letter for letter, strut by strut,
to couple. Obviously.

All this to happen here, where you are,
to flex and flinch like so many words

returned as news from out in the world
to where our two fictional bodies link:

my hand in yours; my line, your voice;

what’s known to me to be known to you;

one angled sleeve of blue made out
inside one angled black.
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AtoZ

Almost as if it were real
I make a book of rain
on not the house exactly
but a field across

like news from elsewhere
from over the water,
its seethe and blaze

flocked and bass-lined

until you think enough is enough

and now we will be creatures of water,
our land-lubbing a matter of research
or wheezing anecdote;

us, made over, gilled and silvered
so sleep, when we sleep,

is comparative stillness

while still moving, ruthlessly, on.

As I dampen the page with origin, I see in the shape that
water makes the character of World. I will introduce you
in due course but, first, some scene-setting.

We find ourselves on a park bench overlooking a steep
cliff. The bench has a little name plaque affixed which you
can’t see because World and I are sitting in the way. World
is wearing a claret velvet smoking jacket, in line with your
expectations of how he would present himself. Suave.
Holding back almost every piece of knowledge he has
acquired, but ready to spill it, of course he is, just as long
as you know how to ask. He has his I-really-don’t-care-
one-way-or-the-other look perfected by this time. It’s not
a look to which you would offer either passion or faith.

World is frightfully good looking in this blue-steeped,
liminal light. But, for the sake of honesty, I should say I
can’t see all of him (who can?): there’s a whole other side
to his face, for example, ’'m unable to make out, sitting
alongside him, as I am.

‘Honesty?” World says, looking away. ‘Really. I'm bored
already. I need a drink.’

It’s dark, without me noticing the sky having proceeded
there.

He gets up. I see how tall he is. How perfectly creased
his pants.

‘Coming?” he says. (Well, he has to really, or this would
be one short book.)

I get up. Now you can see the name.

Except you can’t. Of course you can’t. It’s too dark
already.
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Before

the moon, like a courtesan at a wedding, slips away before
sunlight colours in its black lines before the first word

gets passed between two people who wake within touch
before the first inkling of rain on slate before the news pips
the hour to significance before today’s quota of statistics
shakes out its rude truth before the suck of the door before
the name called before the next drip from the dripping tap
before the chiffchaff drops a berry of song before the day
lowers the rope of itself before the soft whirr of a right
beginning overcomes an evening like the evening before.

14

Before he bestirs himself, having slept till late, World takes
an hour to survey today’s news.

He sits up in bed in a house in the country rescued,
whitened and simplified (though not, of course, by him).
There he decides, as he always does, to live a home-school
sort of life with a radio instead of feelings; one stool by a
stove.

That lasts until his first coffee. Then it’s Go, Go, Go.

The radio says, Come. Bring all your hours in a glass
jar with a silver lid and set it down where voices will buff
its surfaces with their newest news.

Then remove the lid so an open mouth is a world seen
from a window (let’s make it a porthole, do) of the Inter-
national Space Station in today’s headline, and a face inside,
two eyes and a mouth round as a porthole, round as a world,
gawping expensively, fiercely, back at us.

‘And?’ asks World, dripping coffee on the antique cover-
let. “Your call: what would you have me do now?’
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