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               Short Story

            

            
               
                  There’s a story about Chekhov I love and I’m not sure why,

                  how the night before he left for Sakhalin he was terrified

                  of being saddled with a bore for a travelling companion

                  and because the journey was long, really long, three whole months long,

                  all the way East as far as you could go across Russia’s great girth,

                  he had to do something, but what? Lacking whatever that trait is,

                  the one that would have allowed him to just say no, he put out a story

                  instead, or rather urged a friend to unleash it discreetly,

                  and apparently reluctantly, into the right circles, to let it be known

                  that although everyone covered up for him, the famous writer

                  was in fact a drunk and a swindler, a nihilist actually, and, to crown it all

                  in a final audacious swap, a bore, and if the truth were known,

                  nobody in their right mind would want to sit next to him. And the story

                  was so perfect, so balanced between telling and withholding, it worked.
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               The Sounds

               
                  I wanted something else

                                     Chekhov

               

            

            
               
                  You swept the stage, brushed away the old sounds

                  as if they were dust so your people could come and sit

               

               
                  and talk long into the night, so long and so late they were too tired

                  to climb the stairs to bed, so they just sat there floundering

               

               
                  out their truths. The sound of the small hours when talk goes big

                  and baggy and words unclasp themselves and start to

               

               
                  stumble and veer between precision and blur in a single line –

                  that was the note your people sang. You drew it out,

               

               
                  pulled open the pauses around it, the dips and wells of silence

                  when the person speaking looks up and sees the others

               

               
                  across the table with their faces in their hands only half-listening

                  so the words dry on his tongue. But there was something else,

               

               
                  another sound, coiled inside the pauses, like rain falling,

                  or an old metronome swinging and searching for a beat,

               

               
                  the sound of time’s pulse, flowing and slowing.

                  You heard that and held a shell to our ears so we heard it too,

               

               
                  passing us by like the sisters left on the stage

                  hearing the band play as the regiment leaves town.
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               Still Life

            

            
               
                  If your whole life were a glass and you were to walk into a room

                  and find it there, on a window sill, would you love it

                  without knowing why and find yourself holding it up to the light?

                  Would your fingers move up its stem to tilt it left,

               

               
                  then right, before sliding into place around its bowl and half know

                  they were encountering the shape of themselves, a space

                  blown by your own lips? Would it centre you to see yourself

                  like that, would the proportions and balance between foot,

               

               
                  stem and bowl strike you as just and fair? Or would you fret

                  and feel misrepresented as you ran your eyes over it

                  and wonder why your life had been turned into glass? Would you?

                  I don’t think so, I think you’d love it – to see a life

               

               
                  caught like that, a whole life in a single shape. Or would you rather

                  the sweep and story of you had been thrown into something else?

                  A towel perhaps, on a beach in the wind flapping, held in the fingers

                  at the ends of hands on outstretched arms. That moment

               

               
                  when it’s shaking off its sand and stretching out in front of you,

                  the raggy sprawl of a life, your life blown into shape,

                  the wrong turns and longing of it, the stillness and speed of it held

                  there in the air, the arcs of joy and lack of meaning in it,

               

               
                  the boredom and loves of it, the long beautiful beat of it. All that

                  unscrolling and flowing into you, and to stay there,

                  stay here with that, while it’s still moving, still breathing

                  and not reach out for an end. I think you’d love that.
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