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			DEAREST IRIDIUM


			You look at the lake, and the lake looks at you through the eyes of your own.


			Jann Kaplinski, translated from Estonian by Timo Maran and Kadri Túúr.


			There is someone walking along a road. A dog walks behind, at a distance.


			The person is observed glancing back at it, in what appears to be a nervous fashion, every dozen or so steps (let the dog be an it, to differentiate between them). Because of these recurring backward-looks, it could be construed that the animal is, in fact, following this solitary human, unbid, and the human is trying to get away from it. Or, it could be that the dog is passively walking, its walk happens to be behind the lone figure, it has, by odd chance, fallen into co-existing step with this individual, like a pair of clocks back to back in adjoining rooms. Such clocks, having nothing to do with each other, have been noted to synchronize, one slowing down and the other speeding up until both pendulums swing with the exact same (though opposite) trajectory, for no reason other than what presents itself as Sympathetic Symmetry. (When physicist Christiaan Huygens, inventor of the pendulum clock, was lying in bed in 1665, watching two of his own clocks, he observed that, regardless of how the pendulums began, they always ended up swinging in the opposite direction to each other. ‘An odd kind of sympathy,’ he remarked at that time. Of course the correct question isn’t ‘what is the meaning of this behaviour’, but ‘why are there two clocks on the one wall, in the one room’.)


			Perhaps the paths of dog and person have coincidentally conjoined at some point in the near past and this conjoining has produced a situation where the dog independently walks the same path as the human, albeit ten seconds or so later. Or perhaps both states co-exist, like the superposed alive/dead cat whose boxed destiny is linked to a random subatomic happening that may or may not be. As in, the conclusion now being asked to be drawn is:


		

				The lone figure and the dog have nothing to do with each other, excepting the fact that they’re both walking the same path whilst maintaining some distance between them in terms of time as well as space, and


				simultaneously, the dog is following, and the fidgety individual who sees no future in being followed is trying to lose the dog, with both parties applying the same level of effort in their intent, a dual action which results in the maintenance of a constant distance between them, and the illusory effect of 


		


			of what 


			of connectedness.


			Let it be that they proceed along a sunlit country road at a regular walking pace, heading generally south-east, with a distance of approximately ten metres between them. And unless a clear location has already, at this stage of the story, been conjured, let all this be occurring somewhere in north-western Ireland. 


			The person is heading for a lake on a mountain. Directional instructions from a phone are being acted on. This device, held out in front of the human figure (a more poetic description could be ‘held like a divining rod’) has had the orienteering app Google Maps installed. Keep Straight, the phone instructs in firm yet companionable tones, keep straight for eight hundred metres, then take a left onto R****, and continue for three kilometres.


			To keep a restless mind off the dog, and to feel some sense of connectedness/communion with the external world, the individual taps text into the phone whilst walking, spelling out random recollected fragments such as ‘You look at the lake.’ The intention is to allow the phone a right of reply through predictive text. The phone is always grateful for such validation, and composes its responses with enthusiasm. (Most mobile devices, as a result of a digital bonding that occurs following a period of close proximity to their users, are imprinted with a sense of affectionate loyalty, paired with an innate, sometimes urgent, sometimes bordering-on-dangerous need to please their owner. This strong attachment should be confronted and deleted prior to selling/gifting the phone on to a new user, otherwise the phone will continue to pine faithfully, painfully, for their original owner, resulting in diminished, and occasionally malign, performance in their new employ. However, this digital attachment, this fondness should not be confused with the perpetual bond embedded during manufacture at the phone’s deepest core, the fellowship – presenting as a virtual cord, umbilical? – connecting each phone with a satellite tracking through the celestial architecture encircling this, our globe.)


			‘You look at the lake, and …’ (taps the lone person into their phone).


			Look at the lake, and a new window will open to the right, the phone silently fills in, followed when prompted by this revised series of words:


			The lake is not valid, but the telling of it may be.


			Then, after an iced consultation with its iridium space station satellite circling far overhead,


			The lake looks at you but may try to find out more.


			An unexpected sound startles; the Google Maps voice update. Keep straight for seven hundred and fifty metres, then take a left onto R****.


			The human.


			This is more than a nebulous figure, of unspecified age, striding along some sunlit country road, adhering to directions from a disembodied yet trustworthy voice coming from a phone. This is a male, late forties. The rest of the account is reasonably accurate: the Google Maps, the divining-rod metaphor, the intent to reach a lake (considered bottomless, an impossibility?), the dog following/ walking its own path.


			The dog.


			The dog is a greyhound, approximately seven years old, in fair shape. Let it be female.


			Yes, she’s a greyhound, but contrary to what’s implied, she’s white in colour. Though it would be misleading to state that she is owned by him, it’s fair to suggest that the man is familiar with her and even, beyond that, fond of her. This is evidenced by many small things, the least of which is the fact that there are several photos of the dog in his phone’s memory, enough photos for them to warrant a file of their own. Una Doggola Blanca, he’s named this file. 


			It’s unclear what sentiment she (the greyhound) has for him.


			Step back.


			The greyhound had turned up at his place (a lone farmhouse surrounded by fields just seven hundred metres from here, here where they are now walking in sympathetic symmetry), had turned up at his house three weeks ago today. He still doesn’t know where she’d come from or why she’d chosen to stop. Her sudden appearance had been an unwelcome occurrence. He’d recently resolved to have no more truck with dogs.


			The greyhound appeared lost. She was visibly underweight (remember those curving ribs, the timbers of a ghost-boat’s hull). But, at that first meeting, she displayed little interest in food, whether accompanied by his sweet coaxings or not (remember experimenting with both approaches to the act of encouragement, the verbal and non-verbal, on his hunkers holding out an open palm to her, a piece of milk-soaked bread trembling there). This was when he took his first photograph of her, in order to post it on his neighbourhood WhatsApp group with the text anyone missing this sweet girl. No one replied.


			The following day brought change. He was heartened to see that the food he’d left out for her the previous evening inside the stainless-steel dog bowl (a bowl that, frankly, he was glad to be using again) was gone by morning. He surmised that she’d only eat when she wasn’t being watched. This he understood, having lived alone for most of his adult life (aren’t food and sleep two of the greatest primal pleasures, and aren’t both diminished by the hovering presence of a disassociated observer).


			Despite her apparently eager acceptance of his food, she sustained an air of insouciance when he retrieved the bowl, barely casting a glance his way despite his speaking softly to her regarding the possibility of more where that came from, would you like that my girl, wouldn’t that be nice yeah that’s right, good girl.


			He considered that maybe she was looking for a way home, that she may have been trying to find some route back to wherever she’d originally come from, or maybe onward to a pre-ordained destination, and she’d decided for unknown reasons that his house was a point along that line, a happenstance pause as she awaited direction from some inaudible voice, inaudible, that is, to any hearing creature but her, just as particular colours on the spectrum are invisible to some animals whilst registering clearly and loudly to others (of course, those for whom these errant colours do not register are none the wiser and therefore live out their days certain that their array of colours is more than enough, and in this they are wholly correct).


			Taken in the literal sense, it’s wrong to state that she ‘turned up at his house’. She turned up not at his actual front door but a brief stretch from there – his iron gates, at the end of his short driveway. She walked straight up to them (the gates being the apex on a natural bend in the rural road passing his homestead), stalled, then gazed in through the iron bars at the farmhouse, on account of the gates being closed.


			(And if she had been human, if she had been, let’s say, some keen and compliant citizen of the city, an urban jogger, for instance, would she have run in tight circles as these earnest joggers tend to do when confronted with obstacles such as pedestrian traffic lights, observing with due care the bleeping red hand signal, waiting, as they do, for the legal licence to proceed yet not wanting to disappoint that inner voice urging them to keep moving keep moving not wanting to break pace or have their continuous movement scuppered in any way by any apparent impediment outside of their immediate control? Unlikely, all of this is unlikely, as the greyhound simply accepted the irongate obstruction now appearing before her, accepted it, and stopped, and sat, and seemed to trust that, at some point, outside of her jurisdiction, the obstruction would somehow be removed and, when it was, that was when her journey, whatever it is, would continue.)


			It cannot be established how long she was there before he noticed her, but it’s unlikely to have been more than a day and a night. It’s possible she may have briefly left her position at his gates during that twenty-four-hour period but, if she did, it was just the shortest of respites, a drink of ditch water, or a response to some of the animal calls coming from the impenetrable thicket on the other side of the road, wild calls that she had some ineffable bent towards (but not enough of a bent to keep her away from her vigil at these iron these closed gates).


			Back to the beginning, before ever there was a greyhound to consider.


			The man, the failed poet, living in the lone farmhouse.


			On the strength of a modest, an unexpected inheritance approximately twenty years ago, he’d re-imagined himself as a type of new-age devotional hermit and left everything in the city to move to the run-down isolated ‘farmhouse with outbuildings’ he’d spotted for sale on donedeal.ie/houses/leitrim. His idea had been to pursue a singular, a focused life as a sculptor there, morphing seamlessly from the part-time poet he’d tried to be in the city.


			It was an unextraordinary house. On a marshy acre beyond rusting iron entrance gates, a recently gravelled driveway led to a one-and-a-half-storey stone-built homestead. The largest of its adjoining outbuildings (three, in a nesting row of decreasing dimensions, each one originally designed to house animals according to size) would work well as studio space. Mobile coverage was poor, on account of the surrounding mountains. But, through trial and error, he was able to identify one small windowsill, at the back of the house, that was capable of providing his phone with a reasonably trustworthy portal to the heavens.


			On first moving in, he kept the gates at the bottom of the driveway in an open position, placing chiselled limestone remnants from his studio against them. He kept these gates open in order to remain aligned with the custom in the locality. Closed gates are for fields; open gates are for homesteads, the openness indicating a willingness to engage with others, that is, with neighbours. But when (after a few years of unexpectedly challenging solitude) he bought a beagle pup to keep him company, he found it prudent to default his gates position to closed, at least until the pup reached a level of maturity where it could reasonably be expected of the young dog to remain within its territory, which meant everywhere inside the gates.


			This maturity occurred after about six months. Following a series of tests conducted over several days, it appeared that the beagle finally understood and furthermore accepted where the territorial lines were drawn. He re-opened the gates and put back in place the chiselled remnants, wedging them into the gravel.


			And the little dog repaid his trust by staying within these boundaries, apart from the odd breach. These occasional breaches always involved strollers who called out to the beagle sitting halfway up the driveway, strollers whose vocal entreatments proved irresistible to the young dog, a dog who had grown accustomed to entertaining itself during daylight hours as the man toiled on his sculptural projects inside the outbuilding 


			[toiled in particular on the project regarding how to adequately represent inherent movement, i.e. currents within a specific measure of seawater when that measure of imagined water is a one-metre-squared block of white limestone delivered from his local quarry; and also regarding whether or not these internal agitations can be mapped; whether, in short, his memory of the sudden appearance of an unforeseen, of a violent current out in the Atlantic one night approximately twenty years ago, for instance, whether such a current, such a past event, a historical trauma it could be described as, whether such an event can be trapped in the present and embedded inside stone, its hidden presence articulated somehow, indicated somehow on the pale chiselled surface, and therefore, perhaps, with the successful accomplishment of such a containment, such a stasis, whether it can then arrest all further consequences of having decided to swim, drunk, in the Atlantic, at night, out of your depth, with her, walking in at high tide, holding hands]


			This enduring experiment with limestone was his core project, but he kept the bills at bay with a constant feed of little statues: mythical figures and oversized wildlife made from poured concrete, commissioned ornaments for the communal patches of green on the edges of the small villages dotted around him. As far as the beagle was concerned, once the sounds of chiselling came from the outbuilding, there was nothing to do but sit halfway down the driveway staring at the open gates, waiting for passing strollers, nearly all of whom would call out to the little dog sitting neatly, squat tail wagging furiously.


			He was aware of the occasions when his beagle would venture out in pursuit of these gentle entreaties. ‘Hello doggy!’ he’d hear, ‘Who’s a good boy!’ and he’d whisper, me, me, and snigger like a schoolboy, but in reality, despite the goofiness of it all, he’d be grateful for the chance to say that about himself, to himself.


			Hiding behind the open half-door of the outbuilding, he’d


			[it’s unfair to use the word ‘hiding’. He was, simply, there, inside/behind the door, and if there was no one on the outside of the door then it’s wrong to suggest that he was hiding from any one or any thing – why would he, it was never his intention to hide (intention is key; once, when he was a child, he stuck his hand in a bag of Jelly Babies and pulled out two that happened to be stuck together, and it is the case that it was not his intention to take two Jelly Babies instead of one, but when the opportunity presented itself, he took it, who wouldn’t), in short, he was there, not hiding, in the outbuilding]


			Positioned behind the open half-door of the outbuilding, he’d hear these strollers at the same time as the dog would. He’d remain hidden, knowing the beagle had responded to the enchantments and, tail helicoptering, had merrily joined the strollers paused outside the gates. He’d listen to their soft talk, anticipating. Before long he’d hear the words sailing in, the lovely silliness replaced with a sting, ‘No! Get down!’ and, as expected, in due time, the tail-tucked beagle would trot back in through the gates and plonk down with a weary sigh, perpetually confused by these strange love/love-not exchanges.


			He sometimes wondered what it would take to have the dog turn on the strollers once they changed their tune, once they transformed, as they always did, from kindliness to hostility. He sensed the underlying potential for violence in his dog, though he had yet to witness it (will he witness, years from now, another dog tear a stoat in two, and if so, will he be unable to rid himself of the memory, the horror and suddenness of it, as well as, maybe, on reflection, the inevitability, when all the components of the scene are laid out side by side).


			Once the beagle’s short-lived trips beyond the open gates were deemed by him to be tolerable, once it was established that these occasional forays a few strides up or down the country road with the strollers always resulted in the dog returning, the open-gated approach worked well for that first beagle. Then, following a short but fatal illness that struck the dog out of the blue, the second beagle was similarly trained up. But, after dog number two also succumbed to what he found out was a potential weakness inherent in the breed, a secret fate decided upon in utero, he, despite this prospect, replaced the second with a third, thinking this time this one would be different.


			He was correct. But not in the way he’d hoped. The leading difference between the final beagle and the previous two is that this one seemed incapable of assimilating the open-gated territory training he’d so easily applied to the first two. After a while, he


			[let this man be named Bunny, though few call him that, in fact only one person, long gone, has ever called him that; he didn’t like the pet name when she first bestowed it, he assumed it was used in an attempt (playful?) to undermine his masculinity no he didn’t like the bestowal of such a name, nor her insistence they get matching tattoos on the first year of their ‘anniversary’ or something, he can no longer remember the why but he remembers them deciding to go swimming, in the Atlantic, after drinking all afternoon all evening, deciding to swim out of their collective depth in the cold night sea, their tattoos stinging raw (a tiny indigo swift in flight, two tiny indigo swifts in flight on two wrists, mirror images, the idea being that when they held hands the swifts would appear to be circling each other, this is how she explained it, he can still hear her walk him through it like he was a simpleton) no he liked neither the tattoo nor the pet name at first but has since developed an attachment to both, as one would develop an affection for some perceived flaw in one’s reflection once it becomes synonymous with the self yes let him be named Bunny and let her be named Bea and let this fleeting, ambiguous and frankly unexpected mention of her be that voice thought heard, be that limpid voice sometimes heard calling out to us when we’re alone, be that vague memory of having let something go, of letting a cold hand slip away into the rip tide, be that outline of some filmy ghost over our shoulder when we look, reasonably contented, reasonably self-contained, into a mirror, a body of water, anything that possesses an inverse on the other side, when we look into it, certain of, comfortable in our solitude, our hermitage, our own wilderness; let this mention of her be that configuration following us, always from a distance, an antipode, a formless recollection, one that usually disappears like sand through fingers when brought out into the light]


			After a while, having accepted that his third beagle could not be taught to recognize territorial boundaries the way the previous two were, Bunny gave up the old training regime and began closing the gates, to keep the dog in. He did this despite the fact that, when the gates had been still in their default open position, Third Dog had never actually roamed far beyond them but instead just simply sat right outside these open gates, eyeing the thicket on the other side of the road, nostrils twitching, acknowledging the infrequent passers-by with a low velvety growl (one that could be, and often was, mis-construed as playful), simply sat and ventured no further in either direction, up or down the lane, sat until it was fetched by an exasperated Bunny, who would appear tut-tutting out of the outbuilding, would appear covered in gypsum cement powder and tiny splinters of limestone, muttering ‘what you at now’, though he knew Third Dog had been sitting quietly outside the open gates for the previous several hours, knew it but had felt compelled to ignore it, so caught up was he with the ongoing limestone-sea project inside the outbuilding, a caught-upedness combined with how weary he was of trying to keep the dog on the ‘correct’ side of the gates, so excessively weary that he himself had begun to recognize the illogic inherent in what he’d been trying to submit as fact to the dog, that is, that the world, despite its various manifestations, must under no circumstances be allowed to extend, even for a short distance even for a short time, beyond these gates beyond this contained this parenthesized this territory.


			So he switched the default of the gates to Closed.


			However, once it became clear to the dog that the gates, inexplicably, were now going to remain in a permanently shut position, this third beagle began seeking out pre-existing weaknesses at the base of the property’s perimeter fence and, upon finding one, energetically digging its way under it to the coveted outside, an effective method, a method suited to the species, a method that enabled Third Dog to carry out its calling as a tracker, its dormant vocation which had roused and then grown in ambition since the default status of the gates had been shifted from open to shut. Responding to this soundless calling to the outside now became the beagle’s chief intention (followed, when sequestered indoors on persistently rainy days, by the chewing of specific individual shoes, selected according to the rules of some nameless cypher, especially the chewing of an old army-green croc-sandal whose original function as footwear had become unrecognizable, instead taking on a shape open to interpretation which, depending on the dog’s mood, could be its own offspring, a trespassing stoat, a bone, a mate, a shoe).


			Nevertheless, it was clear that Third Dog’s core intent was to get beyond the fence to the other side, to bypass any notion of a strict ‘here’ versus ‘there’. As Bunny would block each newly dug egress, the beagle would gouge out a new one, little paws pedalling the ground, tufts of mud-caked grass flying. He would try to distract with new toys, but it was evident that, since the gates had been closed, the beagle’s singular perception of purpose had narrowed, irreversibly. It was no longer just to sit outside the gates, as it had before. The dog could now only find fulfilment by making its way into the adjoining fields, nose to ground, tracking from that field to the next, over streams, across ditches, through backyards, past clutches of chickens and jovial lambs, past swaying bird feeders and flapping clothes until it gradually circled homeward, always ending up sitting on the outside of Bunny’s closed gates. (Following some private internal code, it never returned through the hole it had dug; those breaches in the fence were used as exits only.) After its orbit back to the closed gates, it would sit, facing away from the house, its piebald rump held firmly to the gates’ exterior, its amber eyes staring fixedly onto the middle of the road, a resolute stance seeming to convey a sense of a conundrum solved, a line drawn in the sand, at least for the moment.


			This was an untenable situation. Bunny was living in sheep country. Any infringement of the rules regarding roaming dogs was treated harshly. All it took was one sighting. He knew if he ignored Third Dog’s transgressive behaviour, he’d find his beagle shot clean dead. Or worse, he would not find his beagle. He had to take control, make some harsh decisions. Tough love tough love, he repeated as he began using a collar that gave the dog an electric shock every time it came within two metres of the fence. This distance could be adjusted from one metre to three but he settled at two, having no idea how to gauge the matter. He applied the same logic to the shock-intensity setting; faced with the choice of one to ten, he placed the dial on five, assuming that a Goldilocks mid-range, like most things, would probably be about right.


			The beagle was initially perplexed by this clunky electronic collar, and the astonished yelp it gave the first time the shock ran through its body almost persuaded Bunny to drop his plan. But he persisted. Through bared teeth, he admonished the dog for putting itself in that position. ‘No!’ he’d shout whenever he’d hear its anguished squeal, ‘Bold!’ and the little beagle would lie in Bunny’s garden, dazed, looking slowly around itself as if, realizing that its heightened sense of smell was somehow no longer capable of flushing out this new danger, it knew it would instead have to try to pinpoint by sight alone where the pain had come from in order to have any chance of circumventing this terrible this unfathomable thing in future (being incapable of considering a way forward that did not include getting to the other side of the fence).


			Weeks and then months passed and, to Bunny’s growing distress, Third Dog still continued to challenge the fence’s fierce sting, still appeared wholly taken aback each time the zing of electricity flashed anew through its small frame. The residual air around the dog in the minutes following each shock would appear to Bunny to be heavy with melancholic disappointment, a lingering and wistful sense of some microcosm let down, a blurry residue he wasn’t convinced was not his own interpretation layered over the dog’s binary experience of pain. Despite these misgivings, he stayed the course, thinking that to give up now would be to throw away any cumulative good that had come out of Third Dog’s suffering. He felt justified in his assumption that the beagle’s intent to get to the other side would eventually be diminished, worn away by the relentless nature of the physical torment associated with this intention. How could it not?


			But instead, Third Dog began to accept the accompanying pain, taking the hit when jumping over wherever the fence had lagged, when leaping into the electrified air at a height it would never have attempted before. No yelp, no indication of pain, even when Bunny dialled the threshold first to nine and then to two, then back again, unsure in which direction the shock was intensified. All was in vain; Third Dog appeared to be programmed to roam, to circle back, and finally to sit sentry outside as opposed to inside the gate, enduring any agony necessary in order to fulfil this one task.


			Bunny’s farming neighbours clustered, demanding something be done. By which they meant the dog be either rehomed or euthanized. Beagles should be kept together in packs, they said, in a pen, a shed, only taken out for the hunt; these are working animals, these are trackers, rabbits/foxes/ minks, that’s what’s wrong. A hunting dog kept by itself would be driven demented, they’d only be half a dog. Something’ll have to be done. One neighbour told him a story about driving to the other side of the country in order to abandon a troublesome dog and Bunny understood what was being suggested but didn’t anticipate the clarification made, which was that the dog in question had belonged not to the farmer who had dumped it but to unnamed neighbours, blow-ins who’d never figured out what had happened to their beloved retriever when it just vanished from their front garden one mild, milky afternoon.


			He was at his wits’ end, not knowing how to fix the problem, how to appease his neighbours without bringing further terror onto the beagle when, out of the blue, it was struck blind, and consequently was no longer interested in fences or gates but instead sat motionless in a specific spot in the garden, halfway between the fence and the farmhouse, staring at what must be assumed was nothing more than a vague outline of the house (dark) against the sky (bright).


			The vet was unsure. There was no evidence of the dog’s eyes having been tampered with. She tentatively diagnosed maybe something like a growth behind the eyes causing both retinas to detach, no, not the genetic weakness that led to the deaths of the previous two, not in fact a genetic weakness at all, just an unfortunate, maybe some historic stroke damage? undiagnosed? was there any prior, some minor trauma, or series of small cumulative traumas, is it resultant nerve damage causing, or could be lymphoma? steroids might, but unlikely, well for now the growth seems to have stalled, seems to have reached a type of zenith there, behind the eyes, sorry zenith is the wrong word, of course the eyes are no longer able to function as a result of, and on the eyes the haw, see there in the corner, the haw it’s called, the third lid, it seems frozen, is it jammed, not much you can, maybe sewing the eyelids closed might, to avoid, maybe it’s a condition that both of you can get accustomed to? Dogs live in the now, they don’t file away images like we do, no stored visuals as such to retrieve, no episodic memory, no, not as we understand the term, your dog doesn’t remember, does not, doesn’t know what it’s lost, maybe it could work out a system of orientation based solely on scent? Do you have a biggish garden? Fenced in?


			Bunny didn’t have long to mull over this development. The tumour, after a short hibernation curled up nest-neat in the hollow it had created for itself behind the beagle’s eyes, began, by some clocked ordination of its own making, to tick-tock-stretch a further reach, which caused both eyes to swell out alarmingly, revealing thick whites encircling the amber irises, giving the impression that the dog was in a constant state of wide-eyed shock at the new dark world it found itself lost in. And on both eyes, the haw, the translucent third lid designed to spread tear-film, remained stuck halfway across the cornea like a broken wiper.


			[haw = nictitating membrane 


			nictitate = wink/blink


			nyctinastic movement = movement of leaves/petals in response to darkness


			closing of a plant’s eyes go to sleep be put to sleep to sleep]


			A decision was made: the best course of action was to euthanize the animal. He partook in the act with stoicism but bawled at night for weeks afterwards, propped up in his bed, fingering the bite marks in the stump of army-green plastic that had once been his left croc, tears pooling in the hollow V at the base of his throat. Such keening was the only gesture he felt would do the loss of his beagle any justice, a loss that fell entirely on his shoulders. My little Doggola, he’d tell the green plastic stump, I’m sorry my little Madrín Rua my Dog-ette my Dog-san my Dog-chen. Bea. I’m sorry.


			And he’d enter into dreams of bug-eyed dogs staring blankly at what looked like lines of closely packed hawthorn trees, branches full of tiny blue birds. Or thick lines of fuchsia, teardrop flowers in blood-red bloom. In pale skies, vapour trails slowly dissolving into nothing. Or dreams of a series of empty glass vessels placed in what seemed like wave patterns on a frozen night shore, a white landscape dotted in the distance with silhouettes of running dogs at the tideline, dogs that appeared to be running both towards and away from him on this shore that stretched endless into the waking hours, the empty glass vessels always shattering just before he woke, a soundless and irreversible fracturing which either caused him to wake from the dream or perhaps the shattering was itself caused by his imminent waking, a fracturing that consistently presented itself as irreversible despite being repeated every second or third night, the transparent vessels always starting out perfect, the distant dogs always running in the same spot, at the same static night tide.


			He abandoned the idea of dogs after this, accepting hermetic solitude as a given, a price to pay for the choices he had made. He kept the gates closed.


			Go back, to today, to the sunlit country road, to the man in his late forties, to Bunny, tracking south-east towards a mountain lake followed approximately ten metres behind by the stray white greyhound that had arrived at his gates three weeks prior.


			As they walk, the little phone struggles to maintain a constant connection with its Iridium satellite, a feat it only achieves by never breaking the first contact ping until it is assured of the incoming second (a long-armed squat-bodied entity swinging forward through the canopy web not releasing the first branch until it is certain of the dependability of the next, is how the phone visualized it).


			Bunny types into his phone: ‘Looks at you through the eyes of your own ...’


			The phone soundlessly replies, followed by a second reply, gratuitous:


			– The eyes of your own are the documentation of a resurrection


			– Your own will be able to bring them back


			A voice; Keep straight for two kilometres then take a left at the T-junction. Bunny pushes onward, occasionally checking over his shoulder to see whether the greyhound is still there. Ahead, a cairn-capped mountain is beginning to come into view.


			(distinction between journey & destination some kind of pole star here it seems)


			After Third Beagle’s euthanasia, some years passed for Bunny at the farmhouse. He carried on with his limestone-sea project and his sellable gypsum cement sculptures in the outbuilding. The jump from part-time poet to full-time sculptor had been easy; no one had ever liked his ‘found’ poems (he’d always known this, he’s not sure he even liked them himself, he had thought at the time of their cut-and-paste inceptions that maybe they held some innate potency, a potency he himself was not clever enough to interpret, that maybe he was a conduit, a medium, maybe, rather than a creator). The truth is, no one, including himself, had ever been able to find meaning or substance in his poetry, and no amount of stubbornly earnest, doe-eyed, bodhrán-backed, weed-fuelled recitals at spoken-word open-mic readings in the city’s arty heartlands would change that.


			He’d had a method, a method he still considered good as a general creative concept. He’d take poems from established, non-English-speaking poets (ideally dead) and translate them, cross-referencing differing and sometimes contradictory translations which he would source through competing apps online before coming up with his own, hybrid construction, often re-interpreting metaphors, or translating them in a strict literal format which altered the original text’s meaning. He’d break these fabrications up into their constituent parts and then reassemble the fragments in the hope that some of the original essence of the poem, the intangible spirit hovering hidden between words, still lingered there somewhere, ready to be deconstructed once more in the open-mic recitings at the weekend. But if a ghostly residue did indeed linger as shadow behind his constructs, it chose not to manifest at these spoken-word events.


			It was a slow, a humiliating exposure, a painful unravelling the stings of which he wilfully endured until, at last, mercifully, he could take it no longer.


			Armed with his small but timely inheritance, he moved out from the city, bought the derelict farmhouse with cash (an act which solidified his status as outsider) and switched allegiances. Sculpture, he decided, was open to the process of re-assembly, the reconfiguration of constituent parts. Sculptors worked with solid inanimate materials, plaster, cement, resin, wire, rearranging them into new vital forms, their original fragmentary principle still inherent. Yes, this was the way forward.


			After settling into the farmhouse, he jump-started his new artistic direction by enrolling in an evening course in the local vocational school, designing and casting garden gnomes. Before long he was churning out small concrete and wire sculptures in his outbuilding: birds, giant insects, fanciful creatures loosely based on generic Celtic mythology. 


			He began to earn a living, not difficult considering the extreme distillation of his needs since he’d moved to the farmhouse. Some bought his sculptures to complement their gardens, bookending dainty lines of begonias and dusky lavender, while others considered them high art, placing them on podiums and the occasional gate pier.


			He’d once been commissioned to do a life-size sculpture of a small boy fishing. A concrete body, the rod was to be in copper, the fishing line copper wire. He wasn’t confident about his figure-drawing skills so, in place of preliminary rough sketches, he posed an old Action Man figurine (a toy he’d held on to since childhood) into what he considered to be a fishing position, and took multiple photos of it with his phone, from every angle. The intention was to work from these digital images by looking at them in a linear fashion, memorizing them, then seamlessly combining, in his mind’s eye, the varying views.


			It proved more challenging than he thought. Each photo took on an importance of its own, negating the others. He found it nearly impossible to bypass their individual agencies and see them as an interconnected whole. To counteract this turn of events, he printed out each one and snipped off all of their corners to make crude hexagon shapes of them. He then constructed a 3D form, vaguely spherical, each cropped hexagonal photo glued into its correct honeycomb alignment beside its neighbour. He crowned the structure with an aerial-view photo of Action Man’s buzzed pate.


			With this paper construct as reference sketch, he was able to sculpt a convincing Fishing Boy. Though he considered the messy three-dimensional collage to be a more accurate representation of reality than the finished concrete and copper sculpture, he knew what his client was looking for, and Reality was not it. He found out later that the buyer’s young son had been hit by lightning and killed the year before, while out fishing with his friends. The concrete and copper sculpture was placed by the river, in the exact spot where the child had been struck.


			He sold most of his cement work, while others lay sulking in the corners of his studio waiting to be repurposed or destroyed. It was a dependable income; it was enough. It allowed him to indulge in his personal work in progress, his limestone sculpting project, an enterprise he’d begun a while ago, an enduring idea that had been the primary reason for his moving to the isolated farmhouse in the first place. He didn’t discuss this piece with any of the local galleries or artisan craft outlets. It was the only one of his artworks for which the construction capability of gypsum cement was not suitable. Unlike his usual work, this piece was to be created by subtraction, not addition. It was proving to be a bigger challenge than he anticipated.


			Since the day the large limestone rock had been delivered from the local quarry by forklift truck, he’d been chiselling at its pale surface in a continuing effort to recreate a specific segment of sea, approximately one square metre in size. The intention was that the stone would eventually contain the precise configuration of both the surface waves and the interior currents, at a specific moment in time, in a specific place in the Atlantic. One squared metre of the air directly above the limestone sea would also need to be considered, as it was impossible to conceive of an under-the-surface mapping of a memory without also charting the adjoining over-the-surface.


			He’d been working on this project for some time now. Articulating the concept in stone, articulating it in a satisfactory way, was proving elusive. When would he be able to come to the conclusion that the seawater sculpture was finished, that the past was successfully trapped at the precise moment, the moment just before the historical event unfolded? When he was sure he’d provided sufficient microscopic detail to enable it to take on a vitality of its own. And when or how could this ambiguous state be ever measured? By the ease with which he could slither from one life (his own) into the autonomous life of the sculpture.


			But the difficulties associated with achieving the result he sought were:


		

				the process of deconstruction was tragically irreversible, accordingly any mistake made required the entire sculptural form to be reconfigured, causing a gradual but inevitable diminishment in scale, and


				time passed without pause, therefore every fruitful point he came to with the seawater sculpture became obsolete almost as soon as he had chiselled it.
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