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My original scepticism concerning the possibility of speech reading had one good result: it led me to devise an apparatus that might help the deaf children…a machine to hear for them, a machine that should render visible to the eyes of the deaf the vibrations of the air that affect our ears as sound. It did not enable the deaf to see speech as others hear it, but it gave ears to the telegraph and you could hear a voice speaking, often at great distance.


Alexander Graham Bell, Family Papers, 1915
























Like Slant Rain









Trouble is with inventing a language, brother,


when the only other person in the world who speaks it dies


you’re left speaking to no one. This mouthful of words,







of fat verbs and vowels and cases and morphemes


that stammer from the lexicon under the tongue


is desperate to be used and anxious to be heard







and competes against itself for the room to speak –


It crowds out my mouth with the need to keep alive


every O in our intonation before it ends up







on the dump with the clicks of Hittite and Kulinic;


our words seem stranded and strangely marooned


now there’s no one to read the other side of them.







No one to read them the wrong way round and still


have them make sense, say they are the wrong way round.


No one to say the old humanist’s slanting hand







would not have wanted a mirror if he was the other side


but it’s more necessary now, and I read in it:


lately, I confess, I’ve tried scrawling to myself in the glass







but, like any mirror-writing, it’s slant rain. And like slant rain


it goes on falling and tearing, falling and tearing.


Like slant rain it quickens suddenly and slows down







and is heedless of its own expenditure.


Like slant rain it goes on falling and tearing, falling and tearing


and the glass does not know what it sees. 






























Calling Ugolino









Through what might be


the earpiece


or some grainier,


more primitive


instrument, brother,


or perhaps


the miracle


of the auditory


nerve, summoning


some signal,


a ruched pinhead


of decibels,


I imagined I might


be able


to hear your voice –


it would be faint


and strange,


belonging


as it does now


to another age,


the pauses


between it


prolonged by the whelm


of distance,


the static of water:


instead, the


soft voicemail


kicks in to say


you are


unavailable


to talk.


I had something


to say, I had


something


to say, I say


to the tape-hiss. 






























The Water-halt









The sshsshssh, the chambery smell of the dark


were borne from room to room by the Chapel official


in sniffs, her sideways glances, even in the look


with which she turned out of the candle’s blue-ringed circle







with over-earnest tact: the crucifix above your toes


offered proportion to sacrifice – its striped dazzling image


waylaying the retina among the shadows


when I confronted your final, fuck-it-all visage:







you might have sat up, brother, but couldn’t slip


the shackle of muscles which almost secured


a smile, thumbed and moulded to reshape


the malleable substance – your grim composure.







And for the more, there was only less;


and for your brow a freezing, terrible kiss.






























The Constables Call









Pity the police officers whose task it is to tell


the truth of the mysterious dying. They are pale


and gamine, they speak in unison like twins and might







be either men or women. One writes in invisible ink.


Mystery prospers, they say, when the eyes and the mouth


rest. The deceased’s toenails had not been cut for months,







so long, they seem to grow longer now his body shrinks.


They’re living evidence, say the officers, shoots of nail;


they arc in slow motion like the couch grass gripping







a plough that’s blunted and abandoned. Is this a human foot


or some unusual specimen sprouting brambles,


sprouting sickles, until they hook right round







and scratch at their own footsole? This is what the truth


does, they say, it tickles itself to laughter at


our attempts to uncover it. His toenails force back







their cuticles like buds and might’ve hooked him bodily


back into the world just long enough to tell us


what happened in those final hours. The toenails are like the case,







they say, dark and horny, growing beyond our reach:


they grow and they grow, they flourish like clues


and curl back into accusation. Was he murdered at a height,







who could not stoop to tend them for himself?


So far below, wild and tapering, the toenails might


be protesting against the body’s extreme inertness,







say the officers, they might be forming parabolas


of suggestion and still-growing questions or trying


to tell us the culprit’s identity, like Nosferatu’s


fingernails scratching a name on the air. 






























Grief-fugue









I play back at night the CD wiped by your death


because I want to gather in the snatches of schtumm







going round in my head all day, without making a sound:


I play it, I labour on the edge of remembering







the cellist miming the fugue – her bow sawing schtumm.


I play it again when the alternative’s only
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