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Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room;
And hermits are contented with their cells;
And students with their pensive citadels;
Maids at the wheel, the weaver at his loom,
Sit blithe and happy; bees that soar for bloom,
High as the highest Peak of Furness-fells,
Will murmur by the hour in foxglove bells:
In truth the prison, into which we doom
Ourselves, no prison is: and hence for me,
In sundry moods, ’twas pastime to be bound
Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground;
Pleased if some Souls (for such there needs must be)
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty,
Should find brief solace there, as I have found.


William Wordsworth
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The alarm goes off.


A small spider, sitting in a corner of the dark room, would see her stir in bed, and her hand slow and uncomplaining reach over to the clock. The alarm stops.


She makes a low noise in her throat. Feels carefully for the lamp switch and clicks it. Everything in the room gives a jolt, being lit: as if she didn’t do this six mornings a week, exactly like this.


She sits up in bed, takes hold of her glass, and swallows a few mouthfuls of stale water.


Six o’clock in the morning, Sunday, at the worn-out end of January.


Taking a deep breath she lowers her feet out of the bed and gets up. Goes over to put the kettle on. Then into the bathroom as the noise begins to grow. She sits there, feeling her pelvis drain itself. Out again with a rush of water.





She twists the window catch, pushes the window open, and puts her head out into the dark frozen morning. It smells cold. A small secret, to open the window before first light. Like the beginning, or maybe the end, of a novel: somewhere, high up in the college, a light came on and the curtains were drawn aside and a window was opened. No one was awake to see a plaited head lean out and breathe deeply, looking down into the dark garden. No one saw her give one last shiver like a flourish and pull the window shut.


She collects her tea and her water glass and takes them over to her desk. Switches on the second lamp, which settles the room: to be lit from two angles, this is a system of lighting.


On the shelf is a stack of books. She takes the top one, a small red book, Shakespeare’s Sonnets, and lays it in the middle of the desk. Then goes to put the kettle on.


She puts a mint teabag into the waiting mug, then stands there in the building roar of the kettle until the switch pops up in triumph. Lifts the kettle and carefully lowers the spout over the mug. Her bare feet tingle slightly, imagining being splashed and scalded. The teabag is lifted up in the hot water and begins to move, finding its buoyancy, releasing its flavour.





For now she ignores the radiator. She wants the room cold and dim and full of quiet. Eventually she will open the valve, when the cold has soaked through all the layers she starts to pull over her body, sweatshirt and cardigan and thick socks and fleecy slippers, as well as her bright blue blanket, which will take up various relationships with her body throughout the morning: strategically round her waist and thighs, then bunched hanging over the back of the chair when she goes to make breakfast, then wrapped tight around her whole body after she’s eaten a bowl of muesli in cold milk.


Right: a calm look at the desk, the room. Has she forgotten anything.


Actually what she wants is to open the window again, she wants to know exactly how the cold blue light feels when it begins to appear, she doesn’t want to miss a single detail of the slow dawn, the reluctant winter morning—


‘Stop it Annabel’ she says softly, out loud. In her world-voice she reminds herself: these phrases don’t come from anywhere, they take no responsibility for anything. In a couple of hours there will be daylight and bells clanging languid and far away, and eventually there will be doors opening and shutting in the corridor and people embarking on their own Sundays, and she can just be very quiet here, working steadily into the morning.





She shakes out the blanket, wraps it around her middle, and sits down. Takes her marker out of the book: Sonnet 49. Against that time (if ever that time come). Against that time do I insconce me here. That time being, for her, tomorrow afternoon when the essay is due. Soon she will have to make conversions, into propositional knowledge. But for now she will read, and continue to read, without hurry, searching herself for a theme. When an idea begins to inflate itself she will become purposeful, but until then she will just read.





This is the silence of no phone and no computer, which are both switched off and kept well away from her desk so they don’t frizz her thinking so early in the morning. Next to them on her shelves are a row of essential and non-essential books, her files of notes, coffee-making equipment, a small teapot and some loose-leaf tea. She would say the things she does, she does properly. Dried camomile buds in an airtight jar. No posters on the wall, just a couple of small prints they sell to tourists in Italy. Also a small cactus with a precise pattern of white needles over green flesh, in a pot she brought from home.





For basic sense you can read each of Shakespeare’s Sonnets in a minute or two. For a little more chewiness and analysis, five or six minutes. The trouble is keeping them apart. Each one seems to annul the previous one: no longer that, but this. They dissolve into a mass of little qualifications and turns and particularities and withholdings and accusations and escapes. To make some speciall instant speciall blest. Let this sad interim like the ocean be. Nor dare I chide the world without end houre. Like the small wheels of a great mechanism, always clicking into new relationships. Intricate is the word. Exhausting is also the word. The little packed blocks of text. He wrote them over many years, probably, and here she is trying to rustle up a theory in two days and hook it convincingly on.


She takes a sip of the hot clear brownish water: tasting grimly of good health.





Last year their tutor Sara, a medievalist, advised them to spend as many hours as they could simply sitting with the text. Don’t keep your pen in your hand, just pick it up when you really need, or else your pen will get ahead of your thoughts. Look away from the text and out the window if you have to, try and pause your mind on the one thing. Focus on the experience of you reading this text now. But always remind yourself, it was written, some time, by someone.


Afterwards when they mentioned this to one of the grad students he said Oh yeah well she’s a phenomenologist at best. At best she thought was interesting: she wrote the whole phrase down on a Post-it and stuck it on the wall above her desk.


Anyway so she is spending time with these poems: which are better company than people, they take your shape willingly, but still lightly, like a duvet does. She lets them work on her mind, entering wholeheartedly into the spirit of them, hardly writing anything down: just reading.


On another Post-it is written Find the edges and breathe into them, but that was from a yoga teacher.





She turns another page and reads. Time doth transfix the flourish set on youth, And delves the parallels in beauty’s brow.


Sonnet after sonnet after sonnet of iambic pentameter: which has raged like a virus through the English canon so it begins to feel like the original metre, the only metre, the sole mode of reasonable speaking. How it shifts its weight slightly to accommodate things. Her eyes go to the notes: to transfix meant to pierce, parallels could be military trenches.


This man. She tries to picture him at some sort of table, cogitating. His sharpened pen. Or did he stroll whistling through Southwark letting each poem evolve in his head. All day long striding across the stage, making cheerful business decisions, laughing with a hand on a fellow actor’s shoulder, a slurp of ale, you’re right I’ll take another run at that scene, et cetera. Behind all this, the obsession beginning to build in his chest, shredding him from the inside. Then home. Muttering onto the page. The ornament of beauty is suspect. Why is my verse so barren of new pride. It is my love that keeps mine eie awake. It is so grounded inward in my heart.


Four hundred years later, she keeps on reading.





Her mouth comes up against the flabby weight of the teabag. Tipping the mug back and forth she gets it out the way and slurps the rest of the tea from around it. Then gets up to put the kettle on again.


This is how she starts, with only peppermint and water, laying down a nice layerful of liquid for her stomach to start work on. Later there will be seeds, nuts, muesli, banana, milk. Then the glory of coffee: which dictates other things. She has tried yoghurt but it reacted badly with the coffee and produced stomach cramps. Buttery toast with coffee is an especial pleasure but also sometimes produces stomach cramps. And in Bridget’s room a couple of weeks ago they dared to put butter and jam on croissants and drank strong coffee, and this produced such agonising stomach cramps she had to come back and spend two hours in her room sipping nettle tea. Coffee is undoubtedly the problem: but also, so dazzlingly, the solution.


Lunch is the strongest part of her regimen, consisting of chopped raw vegetables mixed with pulses and herbs. Supper she still eats in hall. Then goes straight upstairs to empty her bowels. This is regular: seemingly something they put in the food: never planned, but always necessary.


Such small rules as she has, no apples after meals, no coffee on an empty stomach, are surely just the beginning. Soon it will be pork she has to relinquish, being too fatty. Wine, being too heavy and sweet. Giving up one thing exposes her to the next thing, which soon becomes intolerable: like, the more sensitive she becomes, the more sensitive she becomes.





She stands in front of the dark window until the kettle has finished. Then pours more water over the same teabag. As if there might be something in it she missed the first time around. Since her family is well off she must be thorough and heedful in all things, never prodigal. Also she enjoys riding the spectrum from what is officially peppermint tea through something more like flavoured, tinged water. To travel in a lonely country most people wouldn’t call tea.





Sitting down with her mug (and ignoring her bladder which is beginning to make itself known) she holds her mind firm and reads four sonnets in a row, slowly and with full awareness.


Ah, something, something comes. For a moment there she had him, his sonnet-voice: slick – bitter – nimble: that voice. A tiny effortful shuffle forward. It is already gone.


On her lamplit paper she writes down the three words, but for god’s sake, the essay is due tomorrow. She needs more than adjectives. She picks a piece of feather off her cardigan and it finds a natural spiral movement down to the floor.





Your friend Will: I’ve been working on a sonnet sequence, would you read it for me?


How on trend you are, Will. I’m not sure I’ve got time, Will. Oh, I’ll give them a glance if you really want me to, Will. Then sitting after supper with the manuscript in one hand and a cup of wine in the other. By the time your wife says good night you are struggling to control your breathing. Good God. Your friend Will.


She flicks her fingernail against the edge of the desk. Not exactly edifying, a balding man with middle-age spread and an embarrassing infatuation he can’t get rid of. At what point does the quality of the work start to redeem the pitifulness of the scenario. At what point does it no longer redeem. Better to embrace silence than to spout the same old shit. Spending again what is already spent.





She turns to look at the window. The beginning of cold light outside, there are dark shapes now against the dark sky. A robin declares something sweet and firm: it expects at any moment to be declared master of the morning. If she turned her lamps off she could really see it, the dawn being put together with great care, or perhaps reluctantly, the morning seeping in, the poem on the page slowly emerging. What if her old teachers could see her now. Pretentious would they think, this fixation on silence and light levels. There is a perfectly reasonable nine-to-five day to be worked in the library if only she, et cetera. But this conviction of it all being one realm: the Sonnets, and the room in which the Sonnets are read.


Anyway she peers and makes out the trees starting to arrange themselves in the distance. Trees, presumably, would laugh at the very idea of a sonnet. But perhaps not: perhaps they have broader responsibilities than she thinks.





It is so still and gradual, this way of getting light. This is why there is the phrase painfully slow, because that is how it feels. Hard to convince herself that even this dark blue light is from the sun: with a capital S: the blazing tremendous Sun.


At least winter itself is not painful. Deep winter, no struggle just huddling and waiting, can be of some comfort to her. The arrival of spring hurts: those newly invented whites greens yellows against the dark wet soil, everything seems to strain and push: then summer bulges and tips over, begins to sag and parch: and at last comes autumn, relaxing gratefully into decay, into sodden silent winter.


Then again there are already snowdrops in college, and the first green pricks of crocuses, and the days are creeping longer again. Things are already further ahead: the year is turning as it always does.





Her heel is in her crotch. Now the urge to empty her bladder is becoming a bite: it nips at the urethra, that most sensitive of flesh-clusters, part of the complex which includes the clitoris. She holds that in her head for a moment, the word complex, castles and palaces and priories, little folds and pinches of flesh: like a series of side chapels around the great arched nave of her cunt. Concentrating the sacred forces. Providing a focus for worshippers.


A tiny snort at her own imagery. Back to the Sonnets.


What is it now, just past seven. She focuses on the page. Still feeling a kind of blankness from these poems, they gaze whitely back at her. If only Jonathan would set them essay questions. She has, say, eight or nine hours’ work left on this, to pump herself up with reading, to identify a theme and elaborate it and select her key sonnets, to balance them with brief and judiciously selected moments from others, and to find a conclusion that at least appears to peer forward into the implications of what she has said.


But the Sonnets fucking elaborate themselves. They hold no secrets, they are pristine, like bone china. Or they are transparent as water, yes, as vodka: without realising it you’re looking through them rather than into. Or like ghosts: you come out the other side of them and your sword hasn’t had the slightest effect.


After a moment’s hesitation she writes this down. Transparent. Vodka. Ghost. At the very last gate of time pressure she may need to return to it.





At last conceding to bodily function she gets up: or rather, emerges from her bundle and heaps the blanket half across the chair half onto the floor. Staggers sideways a step, to her own annoyance. Yoga has made her both more supple and more fussy, with the high standards of a careful practitioner. There are now unsatisfactory ways of walking through to the bathroom.


Bare-bottomed she sits. The urine starts chaotically, it catches on some small vulva-fold and trickles its warmth around, she pushes until her anatomy releases and it becomes a comfortable stream.  A long one, like a long exhale. At the end, understands her pelvis all light and clean. She gets up and sees the pale colour of the urine: perfectly usual at this time: she has put a great thaw down through her river-system, of water and peppermint tea, a torrent carrying along all her splintered boughs of trees and chunks of ice. Soon, soon, the dark flame of coffee.


Coming back to her work she leans over the book, palms flat on the desk. Come on. Where is something. She lifts the book, flips to a random page, finds:  This is my home of love, if I have ranged, Like him that travels I return again, Just to the time, not with the time exchanged—


Perhaps breakfast.





Actually, as she collects together a bowl and spoon and the box of muesli, there might be an essay to be written on the particular dynamics of the male-male love affair in this period. Both men widely travelling, both freely sociable, and of course their fucking has nothing to do with the question of marriage, no energy is wasted on pedantic negotiations of that sort. The muesli splatters into the bowl and she puts the box down and heads for the door – and there are such men everywhere swaggering about the streets and taverns, as she pulls her door open and puts it on the latch and ‘Baaargh’ she murmurs squishing her eyes against the strip lighting. But then is there a way for them to be serious about each other – how could one ever demonstrate commitment, as she grabs her milk out of the fridge – how to reach a place of safety and confidence that yes, this is it, we belong to each other – and she pushes back into her room and quietly shuts the door. No. It’s more like, there must always be an until: it will last, until it doesn’t.





Yesterday in Katherine Duncan-Jones’s introduction she found this:


Perhaps there is something particularly attractive to women readers about the enclosed space of  ‘the sonnet’s narrow room’, and its predominantly reflective, introspective subject-matter. Possibly, also, women readers are able to remain at once calmly observant of, yet emotionally receptive to, the masculine homoerotic thrust of 1-126 that has caused such upset to generations of male readers.


She copied out the whole of this passage, not intending it for anything, just a comforting dry little joke. A small smile gleaming through the scholarly prose.


Now she crunches and flattens and swallows, staring into space. Would she call herself calmly observant of it. Emotionally receptive, yes – but more than that – there is a sense in which she feels – what is the word – somehow implicated. She looks down at the empty bowl, presses a wet oat and brings it to her mouth. Yes they are men and she is a woman: but she is somehow in there, with them, desperate for it.





Anyway. Now coffee. She stands at the window again with the kettle building to a new boil. Down there over the wall is the garden of the college next door, very neatly kept, the lawn white with frost, the flowerbeds black. Sometimes, on weekdays, two men come and walk around that lawn. One with his hands clasped behind his back musing, about a passage of Aristotle she imagines, or Aquinas or Milton or Matthew Arnold. The other, younger, apparently trying to follow his thoughts. But they laugh too, they examine the odd shrub, then after ten minutes or so circling the flowerbeds they go away. Once they took turns pouring small amounts from a thermos into a cup and drinking from it. She only ever sees them together: never on their own, never with anyone else.


What if she stood naked for them at her window: hair down on her shoulders, breasts a little tight with cold, but her face calm, perfectly at her ease. One man murmurs to the other Don’t be too obvious but if you look up there you’ll see something rather enjoyable. They would have no way of knowing if she was touching herself unseen below the window. Soon they would be glancing up to her every time. And perhaps one day they would beckon her down, and take her quietly back to a room deep in that ancient college, where finally, finally, she might learn something.





The kettle switch flicks up again. She lifts it and fills the empty cafetière with plain hot water and steam goes up everywhere. Really she prefers an espresso pot on the stove, she likes the thought of water pushed up under the pressure of its own steam, the coffee forced hot and hard through metal tubes. At home there is a whole Sunday ceremony, her feet flatten on the kitchen flagstones while Mum lines up four mugs on the counter, the coffee is black, it has a hot dark smell, the newspaper is dismantled into its supplements and spread out on the kitchen table, Sophy’s long limbs are jutting out everywhere, and Caro is curled up in her chair, very quiet and sleepy like a cat.


But she has no stove here, and anyway this is perfectly sufficient, perfectly luxurious. She lifts the cafetière full of hot water, takes it into the bathroom, and very carefully pours it down the sink. This highly breakable vessel. Her previous cafetière she knocked against the kitchen tap and took a beautiful long piece of glass out of the side. Spent twenty minutes wiping all the smaller bits out of the sink with kitchen roll. She kept the long piece for a while, until her scout Maggie pointed at it while hoovering the floor and shouted did she want that disposed of safely, and reluctantly she said yes, wishing a silent goodbye to its long jagged shardness. They sellotaped it up in a piece of cardboard and she wondered what minor research project she had intended it for, that would never be embarked on.


The coffee tips like compost into the wet warm glass. She fills it up with hot water again and fits the top piece in: the completed unit. Takes it and the small brown mug back to her desk, and sits down.


The coffee enters her like a hot dark phrase. Something in its ferocity is deeply excellent: it reaches her stomach and she sighs. She takes another mouthful. Fuck coffee is wonderful. It takes hold of things in her mind and starts to pull them steadily apart: showing through like silvery light is nuance, subtlety, intricacy. She loves the Sonnets, oh god, their plainness and glitteringness, they sparkle in her head like leaves in sunlight. Be where you list, your charter is so strong, That you yourself may privilege your time To what you will, to you it doth belong. As the caffeine turns things faster all these words seem to pant in her: a word like privilege spreads itself out until she is top-heavy, saturated: she could let her head thump forward onto the desk with the weight of it. Every thread is stirred by coffee, like a field of fine grass.


She turns a chunk of pages to another sonnet and breaks into a smile. From you have I been absent in the spring. And this is Sunday morning, no one rushing off to lectures, everyone just getting up slowly and going to play sport or sit in church or eat huge brunches. Her mind always deeply knows what day it is, and no matter how much work she does, Sunday is always somehow a day of rest.


Meanwhile coffee tastes of four hundred years squeezed together now bursting apart. She flips the pages again. The poet is Beated and chopped with tanned antiquity. She notices the insistent glamour: a shabby glamour to be sure, but definitely a sardonic cleverness: she looks round at the bright window, then back to the poem: yes right here is the tired and bitter flavour of the old, brilliant, unrequited poet-lover. A cold English winter, men with red noses along the docks at Southwark, why don’t you ask Will Shakespeare, he’s been fairly pumping out sonnets lately, the flash of a smile. If you know what I’m saying.


She touches the thought again, to see it moving: the Sonnets as a strange glamorisation of the unattractive poet. Whatever glamour might mysteriously be – and how it might also be shabby – and how that (even more mysteriously) might be the best kind. He knows things. What he knows is admittedly fairly fucking abject: but by god is he an expert in it.
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