

[image: ]



















FRANK KUPPNER


The Same Life Twice









[image: ]






















Contents









	

Title Page


Dedication


Left


Right


Three





	

About the Author





	

Also by Frank Kuppner from Carcanet Press





	

Copyright




























tESCORIA






















The Same Life Twice


(With One Echo)







[image: ]
























Left









1


No, there’ll never be


another me! – whatever the Universe


might proceed to do next!


(At least, I bloody well hope not.


For my own sake, if nothing else.)







2


Yes. So many thrown threads


tangle together somehow or other –


each of us coming out of


such a knot! – then, in their turn,


sooner or later pulled apart.







3


I had never before


seen quite such an expression


on a woman’s face – and yet,


strangely enough, I


recognised it instantly!







4


This light in the kitchen! What dazzling


insight it must have taken


for some great genius somewhere


to realise that the Sun


was in fact not a God!






























Right









1


No. Never another vast complexifity


leading to quite this effloration –


if I may put it that way.


(And who may put it that way


if not me? Eh?)







2


So many lovely complex threads


tangled together


somehow or other –


How far back can we trace any of them?


Or forward at all? Eh? Yes?







3


“My first thought, Eve, was that


having somehow or other managed


to think out your impossibly good face –


it flashed across his mind that now perhaps


would be the perfect moment to retire.”







4


“But then, Eve, I thought, having somehow


managed to add the rest of you –


that was that! Off he went,


up in a flash of warm, golden light. Which (I dare say)


is more or less where that sun there must have come from.”







5


Well, yes – I too travelled


through all the ranges of Heaven –


but I can’t quite remember


a single thing about it now!


Damn! (Or the other thing.)







6


“And what makes you think


that somebody like you


is going to be very satisfied


with the state of the next world either?


Thank God I won’t be there with you.”







7


“You know, the people who live


in the flat through that wall there


seem to spend an awful lot their time


f***ing. (Or are they in fact


doing something else?)”







8


By now, I have heard


two quite unrelated people say:


“Why won’t they let me die?”


The exact same words too, I think.


Or certainly, very nearly the same.







9


There would be little point


in not still loving you


when I was dead, would there?


(Although, I freely admit,


it’s a rather ridiculous question.)







5


In the slightly untidy kitchen


I put down the hot, slopping mug


onto the nearest available object –


in fact, a map of the Moon


given away free by a newspaper.







6


How many meals do you suppose


are being prepared even in this street


at just this moment?


Yet it seems so quiet here


beside this newly painted kitchen wall.







7


How young our parents were –


it now turns out –


when all this sort of


nonsense started


to happen to them too!







8


“Is this the last time, I wonder, Adam,


I’ll ever have to send anyone


my curriculum vitae?


It changes all the time, of course;


though never, alas, quite enough.”







9


There would not be much point


in loving you when I was dead,


would there? (Although, I admit,


it’s a rather technical question.


(And if you were dead [too]?))







10


“And yet, if we ever meet again,


surely it will only be


after we have ceased to exist.


And I rather doubt if that


will be good enough for you either.”







11


No, Sir [or Madam]: the dead


do not go off into darkness –


(or, for that matter, into light!)


They simply cease to exist.


(Not that ‘simply’ is quite the word, is it?)





[It so rarely is.]




12


And so God, with a look of some


slight puzzlement on his (of course) superb features


glanced round himself once or twice and suddenly


realised: “Oops! Oolala!


It just isn’t there any more, is it, Dan?”





[“But wasn’t there another emptiness here already?”]




 





[Dear me! I hope I’m not repeating myself again.]




13


but so many people fall out


of more or less any clock anyway –


then pick themselves up


(or do not pick themselves up) –


[on the clocks sardonically go for all that!]


till the damn thing finally stops –







10


But if ever we meet again, my darling,


surely it will only be


after we have both ceased to exist.


And still I cannot promise you, Beatrice,


that I’ll have improved quite enough [even by then].







11


And yet again, I am not entirely sure I would


have preferred to live forever. No.


(I who say that on the sheer off-chance


that anyone who overhears me


can [could] do anything practical about it!)


 





[Who is that? Identify yourselves!]




12


But there is next to nothing


actually there now, is there?


And yet, I wake up in the armchair


anyway. Oh, good.


Time to go to bed again!





[Which reminds me: “I wake up in the comfortable chair / which I remember once seeing my mother / suddenly wake up in herself / maybe twenty years ago now. / And it’s such a lovely, bright afternoon!” (Which, if I may honestly say so, actually happened on the very day this work was first brought to a form of completion [29j10]! Thank God [I, he] one revises.)]




13


Well, yes, I’ve had my life.


Or whatever the f*** it was.


No-one can take it from me now.


Mind you –


who would ever want to? Eh? 







14


Who has never


been at all struck by the fact


that dead bodies


can look so exactly like living bodies


(for a while at least?)







15


Oh, well – maybe we’ll break through


to something else after all.


Maybe even something higher,


whatever that might mean. (But, no.


No. That probably won’t be us.)







16


“But if I should suddenly drop dead, Eve,


I rather trust that most of my real friends


will know what work of mine to destroy pronto


and what to preserve with care and love –


no doubt for the splendid edification of future ages.”





[A pleasantly common fantasy, I suppose.]




17


Stoically, the gradual process


of wise deterioration continues –


(or not so gradually) –


But isn’t it marvellous? No?


(No? Isn’t it still marvellous?)







18


These days I am doing


some of the best work


I have ever done.


(I think.)


(But how much does that matter, darling?)







14


Odd, to have a life that finishes


without ever having quite


got finally started.


(I must simply have assumed that people


would be a bit more interested.)







15


What! Was that my life?


That really was my life, was it?


I don’t believe it!


Isn’t there some specific office somewhere


that I can go and complain to?







16


God, but I can remember


so many [tiny] mistakes!


Have I really lived so long? Most of the time


I feel immortal – but I dare say


[that’s just another of my mistakes!]


that’s one of my more serious ones –







17


So. We all emerged from small,


miraculous but vulnerable openings,


to kill each other – (or it may be love) –


and meanwhile even deduce some things correctly


about, for instance, our sudden[ly] neighbouring stars.







18


What a thing to be able to do!


Imagine – the Universe has managed


to get mere material to behave like you! –


(and, at least just as strange, like me!) –


[and, perhaps even stranger, like me!]


to get all this here, having these superb thoughts –







19


Blessed indeed is he


who, by a magnificent exertion


to the fullest extent of his powers,


can just manage to keep himself


a very small step ahead of his public!







20


To the people of Maryhill


I said more or less nothing –


no, nor they to me.


Well, Eve, they were often drunk –


and I was usually in hiding anyway.







21


What? Have I really never written


a line in this big front room before?


(it seems so unlikely!) –


after so many successful moments


speaking here on hundreds of mornings! –







22


Wakening up, to find myself


in the wrong room entirely.


I don’t know. In the end,


I suppose I don’t really want


not quite to be obsessed by women.





[But doesn’t ‘obsessed’ mean: / ‘thinking too much about’? Yes? / How then, Eve, / could I possibly be obsessed by you – / (or, indeed, by, erm, women in general?)]




19


“What the world most needs now


is a towering, overwhelming genius


who is willing to tell it exactly


what it most wants to hear! (And, alas, Dang,


you fall down badly here on one count at least.)”







20


“And now, if you would, Master,


kindly give us again the benefit


of some of your sublimer


insights – only, this time, please,


with all your false teeth back in place.”







21


Such spirituality!


The absolutely highest way


of not being honest.


(But it’s probably about time


to climb down from the kitchen table.)







22


“Good morning, darling. Where


are all the necessary adjectives


when most you need them? Beautiful


day, isn’t it? Beautiful. (And I would so gladly


say so much more. But language has failed me again!)”





[I doubt, Dain, whether anyone / really wants to be told / that he’s obsessed by ****. / (And that’s such an ugly word, / isn’t it – ‘obsessed’?)]







23


Oh! Everyone lying in (his or) her bed


suddenly fell out of his (or her) bed –


onto the individually accepting floor!


Or perhaps onto some sort of soft, yielding surface?


Astonishing, at any rate! (Yes. [Whose key is this?])







24


Yes! Powered it seems by the batteries


of these small intricate sexual details, I


shall rise into a sort of stratosphere


above even the routine roof of this


in fact highly desirable almost-city-centre flat!







25


Clouds! Clouds!


Get out of my way!


She’s going to talk to me!


How could anyone with body hair


ever hope for quite so much?







26


This subtle smoke seeps out


of the universe, towards –


well, towards what?


Towards the top-floor flat


[where I was perhaps born?]


where I was born, perhaps?







23


Through extensive personal observation


I have, I think, established


that women are a little


different


from me[n].





[See, darling? It really is poetry after all! (As if that matters …)]




24


These days, I just love to sit here


on most mornings, with my cup of familiar tea;


listening to my girlfriend while she –


[can this really be someone else too?]


(and yet – oh, no! – just a moment!


Maybe this really is someone else?)







25


So here we are then: all of us,


carrying so many bones around


along with the shopping.


Occasionally stopping to complain about


[the ridiculous price of some things these days!]


the ridiculous price of some things these days!







26


What do we get at best


but the briefest, most narrow glimpse


of the immediate life around us?


(And even that is so threateningly vast


that we mostly skitter away from it, terrified!)







27


I was so sorry to learn


that there are indeed no flowers


growing on the moon.


Still, at the very least, I have


heard you weeping quietly next door.





[Or merely talking? Either would surely be astonishing enough.]




28


I would quite like to have been a hermit


perhaps somewhere up there in those thickly wooded hills –


no doubt expiating some crime,


or some major mishap, presumably involving


a woman – or, with luck, more than one woman.







29


In the empty house


he sits reading a newspaper


which tells of the outbreak


of a war no-one knows about –


while elsewhere many doors [open and] shut.







30


All this vast complexity in infinite directions!


even the single hardly fathomable cell


needed many millions of years –


while now some of us blow other human beings up


for such dull mulish gold impossible wor(l)ds!





[Yes. The thats of which we are constituted have been parts of innumerable other [beings] things – will scatter and become parts of innumerable more other things which [do] did not think for a moment they were not us – asking a few million questions in a brief, deep, fleeting glued-together – But wait a moment! Wait a moment! I was forgetting that I am no longer quite in an alternative Universe! (As one so often does. (But then, who ever is really? How could anyone really ever be there?)] 




27


Oh, why could the whole Universe


not simply have been some sort of


warm, loving orifice? I can’t help feeling


(maybe it’s only me?) that it missed


such an absolutely wonderful chance there!







28


“Looking at these trees, Eve,


I find I am often strongly reminded somehow


of older [other?] women’s genitalia.


Hmm. Perhaps I should spend less time


round at the back of [the house] our new villa?”







29


Still. I’m quite glad not to be


another person, living


in another, different time or


a completely different place. No. Well –


that’s my opinion anyway.







30


No. What matters most


is to say real things


about real things which are worth discussing.


(And not to drench the whole damn place


in wonderfully high-class historical piss.)





[Eh, Father? ‘Hysterical piss’ surely? – if we absolutely must have such gross lapses in taste. (‘To my eye, sometimes the entire Universe resembles nothing so much as a gross lapse in taste.’ (Bradley.)) (Not that Bradley, of course.)][Rhetorical?]







31


So. Somehow they got to know each other;


were happy or unhappy – or, variously, both –


and soon enough departed, usually in boxes;


and we, who shall (of course) be here forever


may at times perhaps summon up a mild interest in whatever


       the f*** it was that they may quite have managed to do.







32


Sitting down for a breather


at surely the remotest bench


in this whole rugged plantation wood,


I notice, in the nearby wastepaper basket,


a copy of this morning’s newspaper.





[Planegg, I suppose?]




33


That strange feeling one has sometimes, Eve –


almost as if one were reading the wrong book.


Not that it’s bad exactly, no –


in fact, it’s certainly entertaining enough.


It should just be another book, that’s all.







34


The sudden, displaced ant running across your book


is one more actual item in and of the universe –


much like the deft clip from your well-bred, elegant hand


which takes its shape smartly back out of the universe again,


as such, Eve – never even suspecting so little or so much.







31


Add to the richness, O my rare children! [Or


whatever you are!] Do what you can to add to it.


If it all must flow on past,


then at least help it to do so


as richly as possible[, O my fellow deviations]!







32


Yes! There it is


in the book of old local photographs –


this house! – the very same building


in which we are now seated, heads almost


touching, right beside each other on the couch.





[Or, alternatively: Looking at a huge big book / of 19th-century photographs / before taking it back to the library – / I suddenly remember: / I must get my watch fixed! (But I don’t believe that for a moment.)]




33


Waking up from yet another brief snooze,


(in which I’d been dreaming about my first school) – (but why?) –


I glance down hurriedly at a heavy, tilting art book


which I find I have not yet quite let drop. Those clouds!


Those golden trees! Those shamelessly naked Goddesses!





(Claude? After all, I so love Claude. (It is him, isn’t it? Naked goddesses?))




34


In the dead boy’s room, Paris,


they have left everything (they say) just as it was –


except for a favourite photograph


once pinned above the bed


of a couple of girls (sisters?) pretending, it seems, to be [twins] cats.







35


For a moment there, my darling, I once again thought


there really was someone moving


up at that small high window just across the road.


But it was only weak sunlight, I suppose. And some glass.


Yes. An effect of trees and a slightly too quick hope.







36


But the lights! The stars. The dark windows!


one just knows that other people


are – what, Adam? – er, sorry: are working away


to great advantage in many of the rooms


of this not quite trivial, not quite central – what? – street.







37


Oddly enough, a cat crawling along


up there just across the road


behind a slightly raised roof-top sign


written in a widely-spoken language


which, I’m sorry to say, I don’t really understand either.







38


But what do I still remember from that brief trip?


A rich, long orange mat in a small hotel.


The false teeth of a barely middle-aged translator.


Light rain falling from a bright sky


for a strangely long time. And at least one other thing, yes.





 [Such an easy trick really.] 




35


Only on the very morning of my departure


did I discover there was a large stain


on the pillow, underneath the pillow-case –


where my head had been placed in sleep


every night for the previous week or so.







36


I wake up in a chair in the small room –


having dreamt that I was sleeping


in the bed beside the chair where I am seated.


It’s where I slept last night, as a matter of fact.


But I’m not quite over there just at the moment.







37


The sound of people talking


in different languages


on either side


of my cheap hotel room – while I


am thoughtfully silent for a while inside a third.







38


The insane sense that other countries


somehow can’t really mean it!


Why do you even bother? Eh?


Who are they trying to kid?


The real thing? Where I am from! (And only that!)





 [Billions to one against every particle of every last detail.] 




39


A fly walking over a carpet!


No, really. There is just


no excuse for that sort of thing!


(Somehow Heaven now seems


even less enticing than before.)







40


On the darkening road,


an animal which no-one


has ever properly seen


runs stealthily towards


[is running unsteadily towards]


the nearest [fairly] large city.







41


As if – somewhere out of sight – a vague great lurking power


were trying to bring me personally in out of the dark


to a dazzling success! Yes! Why did it take so long for me


to grasp that this crazed belief was quite unjustified?


(Erm. If [Beatrice, in fact] it is.)







42


Not fear of death – No, Be.


But the sense that the playing days


of one’s earthly career are [nearly] over.


And that one is merely hanging around


[needlessly] cluttering up the space.







39


“A rather wonderful place, yes, it was.


And yet, while I was there, wherever I went,


I invariably used to meet people –


usually such beguiling people too –


who clearly wished they were living somewhere else.”





[This one – like not a few others here – could pretty well be called Life, could it not?]




40


Those huge, huge blown-up photographs


of some immensely larger


distant stellar episodes –


[unexpected] on the walls of the Art Gallery


when we nipped in for a coffee!







41


Look at his or her lovely clean skull


here in its museum case! Ancient, yes –


but still with such perfect ranged teeth!


What? Some assault on a vanished heart?


Or a wrong first step into our dangerous waters?







42


Well, yes. Yes. We do study these people –


but (look!) they have all failed and even died –


and that’s really just not


quite the sort of thing


we’re ever going to descend to ourselves, is it?





[Every age is uniquely impressed by its own deaths. Look! The real thing at last – and [it’s because] we are doing it! As if all the earlier ones had been deficient somehow; inadequate, poor imitations, not quite the real thing. I mean to say, they’re all dead already, are they not?]







43


“I am old, Helen. And there is still


so much I don’t even remotely f***ing know.


But it hardly matters very greatly now, does it?


And we aren’t dead yet, anyway, are we?


What? No; I thought not. So. Who’s your peculiar friend?”







44


“Many of us wander around here, O Millionth Dan,


for instance, balancing clods of earth on our heads


because of what some remote idiot


once whispered long ago not even


in the world next to our own hearing –”







45


“After the moment of insight, darling,


the moment of forgetting quite what it was.


You know, I can’t even remember


if somewhere I’ve maybe already


written this one down as well.”







46


“No, it can’t be that.


No. Very few poets


are ever going to teach you


anything you can learn much from.


They just don’t know enough, Eve. That’s all.”







47


And why should anyone understand


anything, Beatrice? It’s amazing


we don’t all just disappear


up into the not very clear blue light


of our own eternal ignorance.


[“Speak for yourself, dear.”]







43


And all this ancient wisdom


so carefully compiled and preserved –


is in fact the product of baffled minds


who were guessing as they passed through


and had, by and large, Eve, very little idea –







44


“Write it down, O Thousandth Dan,


as soon as the thought strikes you.


For, however brilliant the phrase is


the chances are


you won’t remember it for long.”







45


“You know, this is exactly the sort of thing


I might have written myself, I think –


if only had I been


[as completely devoid of talent]


quite as displaced from reality


as was the inspired author in question here.”







46


“Yes, Sir.


Yes, I have now read your latest book.


And I must say there was one comma in it


that I did so very particularly admire.


Your own, I hope?”







47


Basically, my dear Eve, we are the results


of God knows quite how many inspired blunders


other things have been making up until now.


(Oh, the occasional success too, I suppose.


If you absolutely have to call it a ‘success’.)







48


“Dear God! All this thankless struggle


just to bring idiots up to the mighty everyday height


which I already more or less


take completely for granted. A matter of mere routine.


Hardly seems worth the effort sometimes, does it, dear?”





[“But such a rare privilege nonetheless, dear Mr Swanovan, yes, to be allowed to peruse this work of yours before it becomes dulled and, yes, almost ruined by the slow, relentless infestation of crudely flushed out and celebrated quotes.”]




49


Later on – still that same night –


I thought I heard a knock at the door –


but I ignored it! Fool that I am –


I wish so much now that I hadn’t –


but I did. (Didn’t I, my darling?)







50


Once, on a tree-lined path near Munich,


a little way past a small monument to


a former local extermination camp,


I heard what must have been a window slam shut


somewhere behind a fence, among the gently swaying branches.







51


I return to the room


which I had to leave so hurriedly


several days ago.


Nothing seems to have been moved.


No. Absolutely nothing, it seems, has even been touched.







48


And what then is the good?


What? Look, Adam: just do it –


and if it isn’t all that good,


then trust that, you know, [Evelation by] natural selection


will filter it out for all of us quickly enough. Okay?





[Hmm. Something of a brief dialogue on ethics, this one – though not particularly in the Greek style, I suppose. (Aha! The Eternal Feminine!)]




49


She shut the outside door right in my


face – but soon I could hear her


weeping far off beyond it. What?


Did she somehow imagine


I had already gone? (Hmm. Or not?)





[Have we not had this already, Master?]




50


All things are illusory –


including even the deepest grief, of course.


However, most unfortunately,


those of us who have sunk into grief


are usually just a bit too obtuse to realise this.







51


I’m tired of life, she once said to me.


And even if it isn’t life, she said,


I’m tired of it anyway, Adam.


Do you really think this is all there is?


Please God there won’t be even more!







52


Look! A thick layer of dust


lies over half the terrestrial globe


which has been standing untouched surely for months


beside that metronome


at the top of [your] my neglected bookcase!







53


How odd –


all these inadequately motivated stars!


Are people perhaps drinking themselves to death


(just like that rather charming man next door, I suspect)


on a scatter of the other planets too? [And if not, why not?]







54


I do hope I never have to tell you, Yves,


that the spacious shower you have just used


was installed last year by a very pleasant man


who – unless something extremely odd has happened –


will pretty certainly have died of [stomach?] cancer by now.







55


Odd. Having a routine drink


of water from the tap


in a friend’s house seems – (much like


performing an obscene act there, Eve?) –


so inescapably different somehow!







52


Listen. If the worst comes to the worst


then the worst comes to the worst –


and, if it doesn’t, it doesn’t.


One need not go very far


for even a whole planet to become invisible.







53


What a gross absurdity it is –


to have so much of the surface


of the necessary planet covered


by a vast, floppy and, these days


at least, profoundly inconvenient liquid!







54


Look! That unknown, unrecognised car


has been right there dead outside this window


parked on the exact same selfish


antisocial, view-obstructing spot


for the past two full weeks now!







55


A very early Sunday stroll


through a foreign wood, then down a street


of unknown, newly built houses –


on the balcony of one of which


a glorious woman sits, leafing through a newspaper.





[Well, she seemed glorious. Only a glance, of course.]







56


“I only hope my dear [ex-]husband


(while he is abroad on business)


doesn’t yet again show to anyone else


any of the photographs of certain objects in this room


which he always takes with him, as he says, for company.”





[“Have I ever in my life / seen anything even lovelier / than these cherry blossoms / here in Fukuoka? / Hm. Yes. Well. Once, perhaps…”]




57


Of course, I have always particularly liked


this gaunt room in a favourite neighbour’s house


since a lively daughter of his (now married – now abroad)


once flashed (only the once!) her little white underpants at me


in here, with a strange, cold smile, well over ten years ago now.





[A life of heroic achievement, obviously. Incidentally, the Trojan War is usually reckoned to have lasted ten years. (Assuming it ever really happened, of course.)]




58


“But since, Adam, as far as I know,


she is not even quite sure where this street is,


how can she ever hope to guess that I


have been walking round this room for much of the morning


with an item of her clothing balanced precariously on my head?”





[Ah! The great existential questions! Am? Are? Is?]




59


Standing out on the balcony, [Aeneas,]


looking down at the well-kept courtyard


it suddenly occurred to me


that I might just possibly be about


to be struck with fatal effect by a stray bullet.







56


The morning sunlight


on her neat little knickers –


and she’s wearing them!


(This time she is wearing them!


How much difference it makes!)





[Hmm. Like not a few others here, this is [in its 5-7-5-7-7 syllable count] an example of the Japanese five-line poetic form often called the tanka. So much for the form. As regards content, let us perhaps not investigate too closely exactly what might be going on here, Danchi.]




57


Ah yes, those were the days! Time after time


that rather lanky big girl from next door


chose just the right moment for astonishing


her precarious young friend with a glimpse


of such a mesmerisingly intelligent absence.





[But then, how much of [everything – no] anything did ever really happen?]




58


How odd it is that even ****


is not a frame round the whole Universe –


and that even it cannot guarantee


our immortality. (In which case


we’ve just about had it, Eve, haven’t we?)





[It surely cannot be difficult for even the least worldly to work out what the word here censored is.]




59


Oh, yes – if only the ultimate truth


were (if I may say so) ****-shaped!


(Maybe it even is!)


But, no. No. That would be


just too much to hope for, Be, wouldn’t it? 







60


Alas, none of these public statues


are even half as interesting


as the life on the benches beneath them!


And I suspect that remains true even


when there is no-one [sitting] there at all.







61


No. I’m glad to hear


it’s exactly the sort of place


where a failed artist should live.


Can I ever become a success here, Helen?


Another nice clean trolley-bus deftly passes us by.







62


“Him, Dan? He’s the sort of man


who couldn’t even bring himself to scream:


‘Who the f*** are you?’


at someone deftly coming in through


his window late at night.”







63


But however often one sits about, watching


other people passing by – them, for instance –


somehow, Eve, one almost never thinks of others


discreetly looking out of the just as real windows


which one might happen to be walking by oneself. No?







60


“All mature art, Jan,


is part of the precarious endeavour


of getting men


to **** women properly.


(Legendarily difficult, I know.)”





[Surely not?]




61


From beyond those trees, the sound


of a nearby telecommunications building


being demolished! Glorious! How glorious! –


while we sit here in the park together,


not quite admitting what we think of each other.







62


“It’s the old, old story, darling,


I’m very much afraid.


He loved her so much


that he ran smartly out of the house


early one morning and never quite returned.”







63


“All these other people, Adam!


It’s ridiculous!


There’s something badly wrong with it.


And how I wish sometimes the truth


wasn’t quite so bloody depressing!”





[“Oh, I now understand what it’s all about, darling. And it’s simply far too depressing –” etcetera.]







64


And why did I never do


any more substantial work?


Perhaps the main problem is


that I was such wonderful company


I was very rarely left alone?







65


What is the ultimate bloody point of this stuff,


thought God to himself one morning. I mean to say,


I’m just me and that’s it! Is that all? Eh?


Is that really all? But – yes! I know! I’ll create Woman!


Eves! That sort of thing! Whew! (My God, that was close!)







66


“One of the first things


I realised about my parents, Adam,


is that they did not seem to notice


how bad the air had become


in the room where they had been sleeping together all night.”







67


Oh, for how long a time


those white clouds beyond the aeroplane


stayed in the dreadful, unignorable shape


of an utterly gigantic, head-up foetus!


Truly. What bizarre things people can believe!







68


“But if I were only a ghost


and you weren’t a ghost –


or even, for that matter, vice-versa –


then one of us, Adam,


would still be a ghost, wouldn’t – er – we?”










64


“Actually, darling, I find,


the more one understands of it,


the more pointless, if anything, it becomes –


even if, I admit, quite wonderfully –


not to say [almost] miraculously pointless. No?”







65


And God thought to Himself: “Hmm.


This Eve business may have been a bad mistake.


What is the bloody woman complaining about now?


Have I forgotten something?


No. I just don’t understand it.”







66


Oh, aren’t you just so clever –


to have produced life from inside there!


Yes.


Why do we ever argue? (In fact,


how do I ever dare to argue with you?)







67


And through such a tiny, complicated


maddening, apparently inadequate


little opening too! (Inadequate?)


Oh, for God’s sake, darling! Are we going


to argue about this now as well?







68


“You know, for a moment there I thought that was


our mother across the street –


even though she died – what? – five years ago now.


No, not her. No. The woman who looks like her


has just gone into (I think) that new bank on the corner.”







69


My beloved said:


“I simply cannot imagine


trying to live without you.”


(In fact, that was almost the last thing


I ever heard my beloved say to me.)







70


“I dare say I have f***ed


all the wrong people, Paris.


But then, that’s life, isn’t it?


Either that or not


f***ing all the wrong people.”





 [Romance, eh?]




71


“Still, I can’t quite regret


my rather immense failure – apart


from the fact that it prevented


me from having a


completely real life, I suppose.


[But then, my dear, who does?]”







72


Almost every week in the last year or two


I walked straight past this place –


[I was born just round the corner] –


not, of course, for a moment realising


it was doing such fantastically successful business


printing out great bundles of counterfeit money.





[This is West Princes Street, obviously, isn’t it?]







69


“Oh, to be forced to continue


with all this vexatious struggling


and labouring, even after


we have ceased to exist, Beatrice –


wouldn’t that be just like the thing?”







70


“To understand so little –


and then die!


Or (as is my case) to understand


so much – and then still die anyway!


Quite frankly, B, I rather disapprove of all this.”







71


No – that was it! –


that was the crucial moment –


[and you missed it!]


[and you missed it too?]


and I never even noticed it [in time]!


No. Instead, I just sat there, darling,


half-watching light [leaves] hesitate at a window.







72


Yes. Every day or so back then


I used to walk right past this place –


never even for a moment realising


that someone I would find so exquisite


could possibly be living none too happily just here.







73


Then, through the near wall, night after night,


yet more loud, as-if-incessant snoring from the chap


who was told, only a couple of weeks ago,


that he had inoperable cancer. (Or did I misinterpret


what I overheard him saying recently in the corridor?)





[No. I dare say this is the same chap as the one who appears in 54? Get back to me on this one if I’m wrong!]




74


A distant cry of “Help me, Adam!”


on and off through some of the morning.


Or – (I do rather hope) – more probably,


a natural-mechanical noise that sounded


like a distant cry of “Help me, [Eve] Adam!”





[This probably, I think, works better without the names.]




75


“Look. I have just had a very strange letter from the authorities


advising me to ‘go and take a running f*** to myself’.


I mean to say, this is hardly the language they habitually use,


Eve. Is it? Have I perhaps displeased someone or other


by an ill-judged remark on some form I lately filled in?”







76


Oh, every couple of years, Eve,


she wrote a profoundly


convincing suicide note – just about the time


when we had almost managed


to forget the previous one.







73


So much in my life, it seems, Eve –


like my terrible snoring –


practically never noticed


except by other people –


who were perhaps being driven mad by it!





[Ought I to feel quite so irritated?]




74


What on earth was that strange noise?


Not a cry for help out on the street?


Or was it perhaps rather


the gentle squeal of a new chair


resisting the arrival of my ever-increasing weight?





[Smartarse!]




75


“She talks as if everyone in this city


must somehow be related to each other –


whereas at present I still don’t even know


the names of my various next-door neighbours! –


not even the one who [shrieks] shouts so much of the time.”







76


“Stupidly, with a sudden longing, I


uttered a staled woman’s dulled name –


well over ten years after


I had last, if I may say so, penetrated her slight sanctum.


So. What the hell is going on here now, Dante?”





[Obviously one of the inhabitants of the Inferno, I should rather think.]







77


“Oh God, Lord, yes! – yes –


how much I do so love the


gross emotional


dishonesty of women


(if that is quite the phrase, Eve) –”





[Severe troubles ahead, obviously.]




78


“And something else


which the world, I dare say,


is not yet quite ready for.”


“What’s that, Adam?”


“Oh, I can’t be f***ing bothered repeating it.”







79


I have done my best.


At least, I think I have done my best.


And, if it wasn’t good enough,


then, Eve, it wasn’t good enough.


But all the nonsense drifts on by anyway.







80


So – we jumped onto the sudden sledges –


and spun or slewed off in innumerable different


directions – until we reached


one or other edge of the earth, at which point


we all fell off in our own way! (God! It was fun!)





[Who should know if not you, carissima?]







77


“But what is the bloody point, O Thirteenth Dan,


of trying, you know – whoah! – to get to shove it into


women who are not intelligent? Eh? No.


No. Is there any inspiration even remotely like


the heart-breaking squeak and gibber of brainy women? Eh?”





[Just another such inhabitant, even more obviously. Wouldn’t have minded hearing the reply either, I must admit.]




78


“Look, Dan. I made the f***ing effort.


Yes. I f***ing went over there


again and a-f***ing-gain. Or what?


And what good did it ever f***ing do me?


Apart from maybe a few children, of course.”







79


“Look. Tears flowing out of every f***ing house in the city –


perhaps even out of every f***ing room!


Some f***ing fluid or other, anyway.


Look, Mum! The desperate scientists


are already out early at their heroic f***ing work!”







80


In fact, I finished it, for all the good it did,


only some ten or fifteen seconds before


I heard your key once again in the lock.


You looked, I thought, terribly pleased about something.


But I never did quite learn what that something was, did I?





[Well? Did you?]







81


Coming back down, he negotiated skilfully


all the shaky and precarious steps


of the great ladder. (Dante? No.)


Then, striding out at the bottom,


he lost his balance and fell calamitously over.







82


Strangely enough, there was a


single ski lying for some reason in the lane


I nipped down on an impulse, coming back


from a touring exhibition of infinitely wide views


of late nineteenth-century Russia!





[So, Bella. The day of that small Sisley exhibition turns out to have been the entire or central point of the whole Universe. Dear, sweet God! Anything else can only be an overwhelming bonus.]




83


This insolent foreign rain is falling onto


the main runway, onto all the


narrow intersecting paths


which the plane is trundling past –


and even onto the clipped airport grass too.







84


Sitting politely beside her


in that inviting hotel lounge


while a thunderstorm raged outside –


bravely trying to work up an interest


in the usual fifth-rate literary rubbish –





[Ah! One of the problems of success?]







81


“Once I even – let me admit it! – lifted up


a pair of charmingly calculating little knickers


from her kitchen table – only to find


signs of a worryingly incoherent scribble


on one of the scraps of random paper underneath.”





[An obvious fiction, I would say. Who knows: perhaps even a downright lie. It’s just the sort of thing he would do, believe you me!]




82


But why for that matter should her kettle


so specifically remind me at times


of my visits to Landsberg am Lech?


Did I ever use a kettle when I was there?


(And she has never been there at all!)





[Though who can be entirely certain where anyone else has ever been? Eh? You perhaps? Amfroi? Danjo? Toi?]




83


‘And this time it’s for real!’ –


said a neat little note left


on the small table near the door.


For real, is it? Huh. What isn’t?


And it’s not even signed either!







84


So, why then am I standing here,


looking at a near-empty car park


on which persistent rain is falling,


holding in my arms, gingerly,


a fairly large plastic bottle full of an unpleasant liquid?





 [Ah, yes. I remember it well. Paisley, wasn’t it?]







85


No. Where I really went wrong


was not stopping her in time


in that leafy museum car park.


(Unless perhaps that [also] was


the greatest moment of my life?)





[I am bound to say I strongly suspect a suppressed obscenity here. I don’t think this is just me, is it?]




86


No traffic at all


on that high raised road above


the river up there.


I look out of the window.


And all these other windows?







87


Yes, yes. I was wrong to throw out


that old handbag of yours –


I can see that now of course –


particularly from such


a ridiculously high window!





[It was only a joke. But a poor joke. I realise that now. Yes. It was a bad mistake. Rather like the Universe?]




88


Did they really live ordinary lives there too?


Look! Cars are parked


by the side of our road


as if it were [a] normal enough [thoroughfare].


The planet falls on through the strange, ungripping sky.







85


Ha! When first she sees me


swinging (t)here from the thick branch


just outside her bedroom window –


what a massive shock she’ll get!


(Assuming she notices me at all, of course.)







86


“How strange. Formerly, whenever


I caught sight of a hospital


my thought always was: “Oh well –


at least I’m not inside there, am I?”


And yet, Eve – just look where I am now!”







87


Only when the new bar of soap


somehow jumped out of the shower! –


what? It had only been a dream!


Why did it take me so long


to realise this, darling?







88


“You know, Eve, just for a moment,


those rather uncanny clouds up there


reminded me so powerfully


of what your [pubic] hair often looks like


as you get out of the bath.”





[To be quite frank, this sort of thing is the utterance of a [not particularly observant] cad.]







89


“But was it absolutely necessary, Eve,


for so many of us to discover


that the earth was not the real thing –


except perhaps for the skies round it –


like a sort of over-elaborate [patented?] wrapper?”







90


What must Heaven be like? Well,


in crudely realistic terms,


a hole in the ground, I suppose –


if even that. One hole after another,


eh? (Exactly like Hell, in fact.)





[“Again the nearly / ridiculous beauty of / the Inferno has drawn me back, / darling, from the crude little Paradise / I had drifted away to.” (One of the rejected verses.)]




91


Why are these plum blossoms


making a noise so very like cats?


Surely such behaviour


will detract considerably


from their traditional mystique, darling?







92


When I said I wished to learn


of everything she had done


before she met me,


she, alas, quite misunderstood –


and tried to tell me everything.







89


No, no, darling. Utterly beautiful.


I feel – what – as if maybe the depths


of outer space have somehow


been tamed a little, you know?


Oh, I hoped you were going to say that!





 [A dialogue, I suppose?]




90


“Me? I’d think of Heaven, I suppose,


as an ever-blossoming succession


of cherry-trees or maybe plum-trees –


an unpredictable scatter of which


turned out to be utterly delightful women.”





[All the same, I do wish I could be quite certain who is speaking just here. (But again: isn’t it pretty much always the case? I mean, in life too.)]




91


“Oh yes, Eve. I know exactly


how to talk to women –


that’s how I got into this


appalling bloody mess


in the first place, is it not?”







92


No. When I said I wished to learn


of everything you had done


before you met me,


you must have misunderstood me – I meant


the other sort of everything!







93


“Yes. I’m sorry to have to admit to you, darling,


that your beloved father was in fact


a no-good alcoholic wastrel with a heart condition.


And in fact we were all absolutely staggered


when he ran off with that twin red-headed Greek dwarf.”





[Surely not (auto-)biography? And hardly Wagner – though I think he occurs somewhere or other hereabouts. Maybe it’s the re-touched rendering of a mythological scene? Or something from a TV show? Or, for that matter, Dagmar, need one even quite choose between them yet?]




94


Man – said perhaps the greatest


of the old Greek thinkers –


is the only animal


whose penis typically


does not quite function properly.





[This may, just possibly, be a misremembering of Aristotle – but I think I am right in claiming that such a remark has never been found in the surviving Corpus. (Certainly not in anything like this form.)]




95


It is all transient –


except, just possibly, the All.


And all that is transient


is merely a superb symbol


of the non-Existent – isn’t it, Adams?





[A mixture, I think, of Heraclitus, Goethe, and a second very great thinker indeed. Not Adam Smith, obviously.]







93


If only it could have been


otherwise! (Or was it,


actually? I don’t even


know that! For most of the time, darling,


I wasn’t even looking properly!)





[“Yes, Das. I do sometimes fear that even Existence itself might be an out-of-date technology.”]




94


“Well, you know, Tenth Dan, oddly enough,


over the piece I have had an


absolutely wonderful time.


(How much enjoyment would I have had, I wonder,


if things had gone right for me?)”





[It’s unimaginable, isn’t it?


By the way, it is, I think, perhaps worth pointing out that Dan is a fairly widespread Chinese name. But no doubt more or less everybody knows that perfectly well already. The connection with Danzig, I trust, hardly needs to be dwelt on.]




95


“No, Mr Smith, I wouldn’t quite have said


I enjoyed reading your book. Even so,


I’m still slightly sorry


to have come to the end of it.”


(Life, eh?)





[“Yes, Sir. I read your scarcely necessary book – with a certain, I think, justified amount of contempt. All the same, I found I was not entirely unsorry – when, perhaps a little too eventually, I discovered – I had come to the end of it. So then. Many thanks. Very many thanks!”]







96


We had to drag from a cupboard the fine mattress


which had been kept in there, untouched, for several years;


and slept on it for that one night –


pretty well in fact, I think, considering


what had happened so soon afterwards to the last person to use it.





[Death, yes.]




97


Yes. Gradually, the cast of the


vast, improvised farce changes completely –


and not always for the better!


(But is there an audience, Eve?)


(And, if so, which way is it facing?)







98


“Yes indeed, Dodam. On this planet here


roughly, say, 58 million years ago


a few of them were very articulate –


terribly keen on the immense value


of a proper – what do you call it? – ah, yes: education.”







99


“What can I add? I was so utterly happy there.


So utterly happy. No thanks can be quite enough.


And all the various flowers which were for sale that morning


when they held a corner market beside the stairways to the school –


what real houses do you think they can have ended up in?”







100


Glancing out from a small café


not far from the flat which I recently had to quit


after staying there for nearly a decade,


I chance to notice a former next-door neighbour


stride past, looking most unusually anxious.







96


I often quite like reading


about death. It makes me feel


slightly less of a failure.


(Though, of course, a lot depends


on what particular mood I’m in.)







97


“Oh, just leave the pages where they fell, Adam!


The next wind will blow them away


soon enough. Or some


preoccupied passer-by will kick them.


Yes. One foot – thus! – thud! – after the next.”







98


Oh, these things one keeps forever


cluttering up the place, for no good


reason, sheer


laziness, I suppose – (thought God, nonchalantly


throwing away pretty much all of it anyway).







99


How I wish these flowers


here in the newly re-opened Botanical Gardens


were not quite so keen to keep reminding me


of what was (as I now see it) the most wonderful


missed opportunity of my middle-aged life, Beatrist.







100


One day after another, Helen –


but what else should it be?


One morning after another.


One night after another night.


[Locking these dull doors with a dull sigh yet again.]


Yes, darling. Locking these dull doors with a dull sigh yet again.







101


I simply cannot bring myself to believe,


Penelope, that I shall never see


that lovely little foreign flat again.


And don’t tell me I will! No. Don’t!


I mean, what the f*** do you know about it anyway?







102


No, Eve, if I sit for slightly too long in this


café in the lane, I suspect I tend to


fall through a sort of


rent in the air – and nobody else even notices


that my chair has moved a little. Always assuming it has!







103


“Still – these days, pictures of the galaxies


no longer seem quite so foreign and forbidding


to me as they once did, Lala – for now there is in my life


a being with trembling peripheries, a quick mind and a


fairly intricate set of complex whorls of her own.”







104


Still. I don’t think the Sun


is quite correctly placed in the sky this morning.


Might it not be better somewhere else?


Look at how much space


there is in our kitchen, for instance!







105


No, darling. I really don’t think the Sun


is too well-placed in the sky this morning.


Might it not even be happier somewhere else?


(After all, it more or less


shines out of one celestial aperture or another anyway.)







101


I simply cannot bring myself to believe


that I shall never again see that beautiful


little German flat where I used to stay.


No. Not even the terse and distinctly peculiar sign


that someone had pinned up at the communal back door!







102


“Oh, it seems I don’t have a photo of her here,”


he said – “but just look at that!” – (wherewith he pointed


at the picture of – as I guessed – a jellyfish


on the wall behind his computer.) “So, Dan? An opinion?


Does that look fatal to you? Well? Yes? So? Does it?”







103


“However, these days, Dan, even such pictures of the galaxies


no longer seem quite so foreign and intimidating


to me, my enchanted one – one of the minor advantages


of no longer giving (if you’ll excuse me) a flying f***


about anything very much in the distance, I regret to say.”







104


“Depressed?


No wonder we get so f***ing depressed.


It only amazes me the stars


don’t get depressed sometimes too.


I mean to say – if they could only see themselves!”







105


You know, darling? I really don’t think the Sun


is all that well-placed in the sky this morning.


Wouldn’t it maybe be better off somewhere else?


I mean to say – just look at how much free space


there is on top of the kitchen table here, for instance!







106


(“You know, Adam, since I confessed to her


how more or less bafflingly beautiful


her navel is, (for instance) – her behaviour


has, if anything,


become even less predictable.”)







107


“Oh well, Dan. Love as best you can I suppose


the nearest thing to the right person


until reality sets in – what else? –


Or until one (no doubt rather fortunately)


dies a little before that happens –”







108


“Still, for most of the time


we should forget or overlook the fact


that we are not going to be here forever.


After all, we still are here,


are we not? (Hello?)





[Should that not really be, ‘(Goodbye)’?]




109


“But I still can’t understand


why I don’t just drop dead straight away


whenever I glimpse your, erm, tongue, Eve.


It would surely be so much more reasonable.


Joy? Or simple disbelief? Or just too complex?”





[Don’t they even begin to glimpse just how precarious it all is, Diedo?]







106


Yes – what a thought! –


what an utterly magnificent thought! –


But no – wait a minute – just at present


there’s absolutely nobody else here on the planet, is there?


(What? No? Oh, all right then. Maybe better just forget it.)







107


No, I simply never


got anywhere bloody near it!


Nowhere near it.


(And these days I care less and less


whose fault any of it might have been.)





[Yes. Though it wasn’t mine, obviously.]




108


All the people waiting on this old platform


have suddenly dropped down dead! Look, Adam!


But who notices them? No. What we really want


is an official apology


for the utterly abysmal service here.







109


“For whether reality


is an illusion or not –


it must be an illusion, Budd,


to believe that reality


is an illusion.”





[Simple enough, surely. Because if reality is real, then it is an illusion to believe that it is an illusion. Whereas if, per impossibile, it is an illusion, then our beliefs, themselves being part of this illusion, are themselves illusions. I think that’s about the size of it, isn’t it, Boodster? Or have I got this wrong too? I can rely on you to tell me, that much at least I can be certain of.]







110


“Look, Eve. I don’t know.


She left me only two or three lifetimes ago


and it’s all far too confusing!


But couldn’t you at least just


wiggle your neat little tongue about meaningfully again?”







111


Yes, darling. Yes, of course. Here and now link or


links, are linked, into elsewhere and elsewhen –


but then what else is there


for it (or them, or both) to link to? Eh? Well? I’m


perfectly open to suggestions. (Yes?)







112


But who will help us, even so, if not us?


this water that shook or shattered to and fro


for more years than any real being could possibly count!


until at last, or at last last, it produced – what? – gonads?


(Oh, all right. Not quite how it happened, I dare say.)







110


“Look, Eve. Anyone who bothers to say


that life is somehow not real


does not really believe


that life is somehow not real –


for why then bother saying it at all? Eh?”





[Oh, for God’s sake – if the All is not real, then what possible meaning could words like ‘Reality’ have? And how then would the real / unreal distinction come into a language anyway? What would the real problem be? Nothing but unreal beings! The real world is more interesting, that’s my opinion! But by all means ignore me if you really wish.]




111


“Or perhaps non-Existence itself


is, at its highest, merely


some sort of partial aspect


of the supreme Good? Eh?


[Had you thought about that, Dear?]


Or maybe not?”





[Hmm. Have you given much thought to the possibility of simply shutting up?]




112


“And after all that difficulty


in getting up onto the high wire


in the first place, Ding – it turns out


it’s just so very easy


to fall off the bloody thing straight to one’s death!”







113


Like ill-trained parachutists


the poets drop up towards the planet


one by one – and usually miss it


completely! Still, Dan, you have to do


the best you can, don’t you? (Or don’t you know?)







114


“And as for all those lectures


I have been to (or, indeed, occasionally delivered)


during a longish life –


can I now remember, to be plucked from all of them,


a single memorable thing that anyone ever said?”







115


“But of course I can remember


what I just happened to be doing


on the very day the local university


was burning to the ground. After all, Eve,


it was me who f***ing set fire to it in the first place!”





[You know, Wagslog, the comparatively straightforward truth is, I have also seen this poem given with the conclusion: “I was in fact / doing my damnedest to establish a decent alibi.” (At least, I assume it must still have been this same poem.)]




116


A vast vast auditorium –


with only a single chair (I think)


set somewhere in the middle of it!


(Or is it even in the middle?)


(Well, for that matter, Master: is it really a chair at all?)







113


Like ill-trained parachutists


the poets dropped down towards the planet


one by one – and usually missed it


completely! Still, Poshkin, you have to do


the best you can, don’t you? (Or don’t you? No?)





[“Dropped down” is an intensive here, is it? Certainly it’s hard to see how else one might drop but downwards.]




114


“Oh God, yes. Having spouted pernicious rubbish


to innumerable poor students over several decades –


old Ludo is now able, having honourably retired,


to nurse a visceral hatred of the even better-off


during the endless cruises he must take for the good of his health.”







115


“Oh, do please pardon me, my Angel –


while perhaps I fall to the ground


clutching at my heart. After all,


one has to clutch at something.


(And the proper straws aren’t always available.)”







116


Brilliant, Master!


Brilliant! Unfortunately,


it was hardly worth doing at all,


was it?


Has no-one really ever told you this before?







117


Just beside the bed on which


my grandmother died ten years ago


I gently place a little picture.


It is not a picture of her. No. No, it is something


she would quite possibly never have understood.







118


I now suspect I shall never find


a book of poetry nearly good enough


to deserve to be the place, my good angel,


where I could keep safely hidden away


these priceless photographs of your incomparable wings.







119


“Oh, billions of them have come and gone by now –


without the least idea, Dani – no accurate idea –


of how their bodies so intricately worked!


All the non-humans, yes – other side now, please! –


and not too many of the humans either! Eh?”







120


Today, Lord, for the first time in my life,


I wondered: Might I even be dying?


But later on, hearing


the girls shouting next door,


I paid a furtive visit to the Co-operative Bank instead.







117


No, I’ve never read


the old fool’s book: What Is Art?


Why bother? At best,


It could only be a superfluous, long-winded way


of suggesting the word ‘——’.





[Of course, ‘intimating’ would be a much better word here.]




118


“I found your absolutely staggering book


absolutely staggering, to be quite honest, Dan.


In fact, I was absolutely staggered by it. Yerss.


I would like to say more, but – to be quite honest –


I’m still blindly staggering more or less blindly absolutely about.”







119


You know, I rather suspect


that Shakespeare dying must have thought:


“This is grotesque!


Absolutely grotesque!


Doesn’t the bloody Universe even know who I am?”







120


But why then should we not hear non-voice after non-voice from every


cemetery, ossuary, urn, crypt, sepulchre in the surviving world


(perhaps even from an occasional forgotten cardboard box?)


complaining: “Hello there? What? Why is this bloody Universe


still pretending so [un]convincingly to have no idea who I am?”







121


In that attractive foreign city


many years ago now –


across from my hotel room –


a bright lamp at a window


sometimes shining on a blue dress.





[It’s not clear to me whether the blue dress was, as it were, being occupied at the time. (I suspect not.)]




122


The vase of flowers


in the window across the road


from my Oslo hotel room


[or was it Copenhagen?]


changed more than once


during the four days I was there.





[Of course it was Copenhagen! Why pretend you don’t know or can’t remember? And, more probably, it was the flowers in the vase that changed rather than the vase itself?]




123


“Good Heavens,


Adam.


I don’t think


I’ve ever been woken up for


quite that reason before.”







124


All those people


at this very moment


bleeding in all those houses!


All those stars!


“Don’t worry. We should be there soon.”







121


ill in a hotel room


late at night –


the sound of someone (not farting, surely?


[do they do even that here too?])


in the room next door –


what a bloody dreadful country!







122


“Enough!” cried the Lord. “Quick! Let’s gather


a few angels together. Come here, Fnurt!


And Dolly! And Phning! And Furob!


Right now – all five of you


listen to me very carefully please.”





[Meaningless names of angels.]




123


“But I’d be delighted to prove to you,


O Ninth Dan, that Time is a mere illusion –


if only you can wait there a single further moment.


It shouldn’t take long. I’ve done the same


often enough by now. Okay then. But first –”







124


“In fact, a really great thought


occurred to me only, oh,


an hour or so ago, Orbmourn –


but I’m afraid I was far too busy


to bother writing it down.”







125


“No. I have no desire to escape


from the sordid reality of life, Eve –


for where else is there to go to really?


What does all our greatness pivot on but


various bodily secretions? – no, please don’t! –”







126


“Oh, all right then, it doesn’t exist! It doesn’t really exist!


But the fact is it doesn’t really exist in a different


way from the way in which all the other stuff


doesn’t really exist either. All right? Got that?


There’s more than one way of not being there, Dan, is there not?”







127


“Well, Eve, it’s certainly


what I would have done myself,


if I had turned up there


instead of you


in the first place.”







128


“Let’s just try to keep


a sense of proportion, shall we?


At worst, Satna, it would be


appallingly evil to – oh – my [mobile] phone! –


excuse me a moment, will you? Hello? Dna! Yes?”







125


“Well, Danae – there’s something


in the end so terribly embarrassing


about farting loudly in Heaven –


or so I tend to find. Yes.


Or is it perhaps just me?”







126


“Well, we are really alive here in this actual world,


Reail – so let’s try to do what best we can


while we are here. (Or do you perhaps


want to do the worst you can?) Hello?


Where did he go to? Oh, Lord! – these f***ing spirits!”





[Yes, they can be so unreliable, can’t they? That’s always been my experience anyway.]




127


“With an embarrassingly loud


explosion – er, well,


what does it matter?


Have you finished those


designs for the smaller stars yet, Lord?”







128


Yes. That noise there through the wall


did sound very like someone farting.


You know, I’ve often rather wondered


what that chap can be doing all day, Gabriel.


Not that he could fart all day, of course.





[It’s a quick way of insisting on our essential unavoidable physicality, Porf.]







129


Past our parked car, such a steady stream of figures


talking variously into their mobile phones!


It must surely all be so very like prayer, my darling –


except when there are unseen but palpable bodies


(as I guess there usually are) on the other end of the call.







130


“Oh, Eve, if only I instead


had been the instrument in her angelic hands!


What sublime music would I myself not have emitted?”


“Sorry? What did you say?”


“Er. Nothing. No; really, Beatrice. Nothing whatsoever.”







131


As for the priceless


(bejewelled) gift of


all this emotional treachery,


darling – I – what? What?


Oh, where has he or she disappeared to now!







132


But how many people are there,


my other incomparable half,


who have never even for a moment thought:


‘No. It turns out you are not


the matchless person I took you for’?







133


“God Himself? No, sorry, Love.


He’s just gone out of the real world for a moment.


Out of the Omniverse, yes. You know what it’s [He’s?] like.


No, I’m sorry, I can’t tell you exactly where He is.


[But then, who ever could?]


Oh, come on! We all have our own little reasons, don’t we?”







129


but what other conceivable universe


is it supposed to be happening in? –


any of it, darling – even


the pettiest crimes, flaws and stupidities


up here among the crashing [or ‘crushing’?] galaxies –







130


“Oh, Adam, I’m afraid


I’ve recently been very badly let down


by a man – er, not you, of course.”


“What?”


“Er – well, not really a man either, in fact, I suppose.


[More of a snake, to be brutally honest about it.]”







131


“It was the woman’s idea, Lord,


more really than it ever was mine.”


“No, it wasn’t!”


“No, it wasn’t, Lord. No.


Kindly forget I ever said that.”







132


“After all these decades, MacAdam,


all I can really say to women in general


is perhaps –


but no – no – why bother?


(Nearly all of them know it perfectly well already.)”







133


Do I understand it?


Do I understand what?


What?


Well, of course I f***ing understand it, Eve.


[“There’s absolutely no need to swear like that.”]


If I can’t f***ing understand it, then who the f*** ever can?







134


“But where is the rest of her, Lord?


Eh? Where is the rest of her?


Frankly, this is not terribly


impressive, even for a first effort.


Eh? You call this here a wife?”







135


Look! Furious sunlight


on a remote balcony –


on which there is a pair


of genuinely delightful buttocks.


[(Or perhaps three.)]


(Or perhaps not.)





[Or perhaps: ‘Curious sunlight’? And ‘angels’ – or, for that matter, angles – (not to mention Angles) – instead of ‘buttocks’? Erm. Or feet?]




136


“I’m sorry to have to say, he’s exaggerating.


No-one or nothing can in fact wither forever.


We must either, Odysseus – er, sorry, Oedipus – eventually


split into other things, or merely die. Sorry,


dear. But those are the basic, crude-as-[usual]-ever facts.”







137


Even though she was near death


I am sure she knew perfectly well


what was going on in my mind.


In fact, I am more or less certain


that I even saw a warm if fleeting smile.







134


“One can easily


make rather too much of Death


and Extinction,” said


the Oracle, with a sigh.


“Now, do please excuse me. I’m off.”







135


the child (I presume) who is shouting


(for what distant, urgent reason?)


somewhere just beyond this German cemetery –


and all these unseen bones pointing


uncomprehendingly in this or that direction!





[A mere sketch on the spot?


Still, I suppose one could call the Universe ‘a mere sketch on the spot’ with some justice, if one really wanted to. In fact, some time soon, I think I very probably will.]




136


Such blessed days! Every so often, Abble,


my translator and I broke off from feverishly


clutching at each other’s bodies


to exult at just how marvellous a gift


human language was. Yes, even our own!





[Anagram of ‘Babel’. Variant of Able. Suggests ‘babble’. I [un]happily leave the rest to the ingenuity of the reader. (No doubt inadequate, but what more can I do about that now?)]




137


“But for the rest of the night her


sister did little but make


occasional tiny sudden


heart-breaking noises


when I least expected it.”







138


“What is the most memorable thing


that anyone has ever said to me


since I arrived here in Heaven? Hmm; let’s see.


There’s bound to be so much, isn’t there? Hmm. Yes.


Look – just give me a moment or two more, will you?”







139


“Oh, I know now I should have written down


more or less every remark, Dad,


which that great mind ever made to me –


but, alas, I neglected to do so. Yes.


In fact, I recorded, in fact, absolutely nothing.”







140


“Actually, Beatrice,” whispered Almighty God –


“I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone else this before –


but the real reason why I created this whole sublime disaster –


was that I just knew I would so much like hearing decent girls


using that word. You know? Yes. Nice clean quiet creatures like yourself.”







141


“Oh, Dante, but this world too is all too full


of remarkable verbal artists – (did you really?) –


who win over so many by interlarding


their more routine nonsense – (did you really?) –


with brilliantly phrased nonsense – did you really not know that?”







138


“But if Life or, you know,


the Universe as such


is so exciting, eAdam,


then why am I


so unexcited sometimes?”







139


“Oh, I have far too many


real tasks to look after up here, Man,


for me to worry my pretty little head about


the infinite and the eternal. Besides which, anyway,


I still keep getting those two mixed up all the time …”







140


“So many things, Beatrice,


that I have kept as souvenirs –


and now I cannot even begin to remember


what they are souvenirs of! This – er –


this strangely shaped, living thing here, for instance.”
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