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Love that moves the
sun and the other stars.

DANTE


She knows his name before she knows him, a name like an intricate puzzle made from stainless steel; it’s a name she’s heard often, and written down sometimes, but their paths have never intersected, and she has never hoped they would. She’s prone to invention from thin air, and when she gives him any thought it is coloured by the cool untouchable silveriness of his name. She does not picture him as a man who laughs, who can take and make a joke: from the innocuous letters of his name alone she cobbles a personality that is austere, mannerly, antisocial. She’s antisocial herself, sees nothing wrong with the trait, admires it even; but she has no desire to meet him. When he crosses her mind it is on a ribbon of resentment, that in all the years she’s traipsed their common circles he has never sought her out, never given her his time, never paid her the attention she’s been led to believe she’s due. There is nothing she can do about it except to give him little thought in return.

So when they do meet, in a crowded room, she is amazed.

He’s not so tall as she had devised; much more finely-boned. She’s brought to face him grudgingly and in exchange he gives her only a polished glimpse of his regard: he leans down to her in the way she detests, she speaks in a tone of ingratiating sunniness that he doubtlessly loathes, both of them radiate the barest grip on civility – but standing in his shadow she feels something like a tidal wave haul through her, something like a flock of birds erupting into the air. You’re beautiful, she thinks: he’s the most strangely beautiful man she has ever seen. He has a jackal’s lankiness, a poetry to his face. He doesn’t say he is pleased to meet her; his voice is clipped, he hardly smiles. He gives the impression of impatience habitually and barely contained. Yet she knows, just standing there, the birds calling inside her, that he will be one of the great loves of her life. She sees it as if it’s carved in timeless mountains, as if she’s been born with her destiny tattooed on her skin: he will be, maybe, the very greatest. And when, as convention insists, she must step away, seep into the crowd, return him to the conversation he’d had to interrupt, she doesn’t bother glancing back. His image is cut in her.

That night she lies in her dusty bed alone, her knees splayed and her palm pressed hard against her pubic bone. She is a girl who loves to fuck – a dirty girl, she sometimes thinks, because the description amuses her. She has a vein of gushing, uncultured, sensually bad blood. But there has been no one for months – no one, ever, in this house. She’s lived a penitent’s life since she came here, to this silent suburb where widows live out the scrap-ends of their lives and trees grow to majestic heights. But at night she’s sometimes visited by a secretive stealthy heat that drives up into her, an arrogant force that fucks her from the inside out and vanishes with a dismissiveness when it’s done with her, leaving her boneless on the bed, her cunt throbbing, her breathing shallow. She’s never been ashamed of this creature that comes – she adores it, she’s grateful. Its visits remind her that she is, not very far underneath the surface, a creature herself. When she was young she had watched the brutal and enthusiastic matings of the animals she kept – mice and cats, vicious rapists who tore at one another screechingly, sinking their fangs into scruffs. Dogs, with their sweet courtship, their fearsome grip on each other; afterwards they did not want to part, they could not, their fucking became bondage. She had watched her pets furtively, her cunt wetting even as a little girl: she longed to have her legs parted, to have something warm living rigid driven into her. It was then, as a child, that she’d understood she was animal. Her pets knew how to fuck, were born wanting to: she was the same. And she liked this bestial core of herself, this raw and avaricious thing; liked, even, its scorn of her attempts to please herself. When she pushed her fingers inside, she shared its contempt. An animal, she craved the base – she needed the fervency of another, to be weighed down sweatily, passionately handled, bitten and injured. She needed to feel, the following day, the gouges left by a cock run assertively into her. Lying on her bed, her thoughts unpicking the details of him, her fingers dither over the tacky flesh of her cunt, but she doesn’t enter herself in his name. He will fuck her himself. She doesn’t think of his cock, or the sight of his naked body: she imagines the pressure of his chest, his gasping in her ear, his racing heart, his uncontrolled cursing, the minutes when he will be hers. The catch, the kill. She is not just an animal: she is a predator, and she will run him down. Her affection is a boundlessly tender but inexorably determined thing. She will snare him in claws like seductive sunlight; numbed by shock, he won’t feel anything but the desire to offer his throat.

Her need for him is urgent, but she steps painstakingly. She casts out his name and listens to what people say, probing what she hears for weaknesses and joys. No one, she finds, knows much about him – she feels from a distance his reserve, how rarely his subject is himself. Nobody’s world is an ordinary place, she knows – yet she’s told only mundane things about him, facts she could have guessed, information on the mainstays of his existence, which is useless to her. What she’s hunting are the small things – the kindnesses he might appreciate, the opinions that go unheard, the pleasures he’s forgotten or relinquished. He must have a soft underbelly beneath his steely shell: he’s bound to have sorrows, wants, regrets. He must be taken for granted; he must feel rusted into place. In her eyes, though, he will shine: he’ll emanate a gorgeous glow. He will find, in her, everything he thought was irretrievably gone. She will rise in his world like a star.

Through summer and autumn she works on her house, lacquering the floorboards, pulling up carpets, skimming across the roof. She digs the soil, heaps gardenbeds, plants saplings, envisages them grown. There is much to be done, painting, building, tearing down. At all times he is with her, in a corner of her mind. He knows her name now, the places she can be found. They talk on the telephone. At first he rang just occasionally, as a grounded guardian angel would, when things were going wrong for her, when she felt alone; soon he phones almost every day, and his reasons for doing so become flimsy. They talk of their work, their travels, what they have in common. The elements that make their lives so different are the subjects they hedge around. Sometimes she thinks she’s bored him, or sallied unwisely far; but he soon returns, resilient, laughing off her apologies. They laugh together more and more. He sends her trinkets he thinks she’ll like, a chocolate, a toy,  a book – she studies his scraggly writing, plumbing the depths of a casually crossed kiss. They compare invitations, enquiring if the other means to go; she buys new clothes if she thinks they’ll be sharing the same space. He orchestrates occasions for lunch; she insists on splitting the bill. She’s playful in his shade, trotting along puppishly, showing off the things she can do. She touches his arm, the small of his back, so he hardly knows it’s done. She’s learning the smell of him, the precise colour of his eyes. Every time she sees him, she’s thrown by how striking he is; she envies the very air he breathes. She talks about him to everyone and they hear the rising of her voice, the increasing momentousness of the thing, and she is warned off by them all. It is you who’ll have your heart destroyed. She shrugs it aside – she knows she mustn’t get too fond, she’s willing to free him when she should. He might be her greatest love, but that doesn’t mean he feels the same. But she won’t think about the end, when everything has scarcely begun. For now, she is racing full speed to the brink of a precipice, unstoppable.

At the beginning of spring they go to a party, not together, but because they know the other will be there. She leans in a doorway, a shoulder against the frame, her eyes on her glass because he stands before her saying nothing, shy as a calf. She knows that tonight will change things, and maybe he knows it too. She has reached the edge, and tonight she will fly or fall. She’s bought a shirt that dips between her breasts – he gives no sign of noticing. Sometimes she thinks she has failed spectacularly, that he is blind to the glimmerance in her eyes – that she was, perhaps, always bound to fail, because he has no daring, because he is, unconquerably, an honourable man. She will want to hit him; she’ll want to storm off sobbing. It will make her furious, saying goodbye.

They aren’t alone. The party is loud and crowded, and people want to speak with him, so he must continuously look away; but he stays near her, his gaze returns to her. They exchange frivolities in those moments when it’s just he and she. She’s drunk enough to tip on her toes, but her thoughts are crisp as birdsong. She glances at him, and his eyes are on her. She can scarcely look at him. She wants to fuck this quiet man until he cries: fuck him in cars, in laneways, in playgrounds at midnight as if they’re seventeen. She’d take his cock and suck until he roared; she’d take his hand and press it to her stomach so he could feel himself moving in her. She’d fuck him on beaches, park benches, in bed, in the rain; fuck him without boundaries, upside-down, back-to-front, up her arse, up his own. She would smooth his brow, trace his lips, brush his cheek, whisper to him, she’d close his pretty eyes beneath her palms. She would make him swear to die for her, if only she knew how. Instead she hears herself saying, in her charmless, cheapest voice: ‘You know, don’t you, that I want to screw you until you scream?’

It is uncouth and blundering, repulsively juvenile, almost knocks her to her knees: but he doesn’t recoil, he doesn’t even blink. And she has a thought that nearly smites her: he has heard such things before. He’s not startled, because he is one of those irritating men over whom women war like crows. And she feels brokenly stupid, to have fallen for such a man: she’d prefer never to desire, than to desire unoriginally. Disgraced, she plunges inward, meaning to rifle through what little she knows about stylish retreats: and finds, to her surprise, a lioness crouched within her, her coat battle-scarred but golden, her tail heavily swatting the air. A lion to stand beside her.

She smiles off-handedly, says, ‘I bet you hear that line every day.’

‘Hardly,’ he says.

She looks up, searching his face for honesty – he isn’t smiling, she’ll remember that. ‘Really?’ She speaks with care. ‘You should. We should.’

‘I would if I could,’ he says, ‘but I can’t.’

Her gaze skids, her heart springs at the words, yet she’s wary of making herself a greater fool – she won’t swallow rebuffing lies. But he’s standing still, frowning, he doesn’t seem to breathe. Her eyes coast the jostling courtyard and return to him. ‘Why can’t?’ she asks.

He holds up a hand, shows her his fingers. She would like to touch them, bend them inside hers, taste them at her lips. Instead she shrugs disdainfully: ‘So? You didn’t ask my opinion before you did that. Why punish me for something I had no say in?’

He laughs at this, smothers it. He’s bumped from behind, shifts his footing, nods curtly to someone who greets him. When he looks again at her, she says, ‘I don’t want to keep you. I only want to borrow you. I’ll send you home in one piece. No strings.’

‘I’d like it,’ he says hushly, and it’s a knife to the chest, because she believes him. ‘I’ve thought about it. I can’t, though. I couldn’t. You should forget me, concentrate on your work. I would only disappoint you. You can find somebody better.’

The music is loud, welling up behind her, but she doesn’t raise her voice. ‘I don’t want somebody better. I want you. From the moment I saw you, I only wanted you.’

He stares at the courtyard cobbles, hands tight around his glass. ‘I’m flattered,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry. I would if I could. I’m sorry I can’t.’

She nods, smiles evenly, as a good loser might: when she pulls her hooks out of him she hopes she leaves weeping wounds. The party continues, but she doesn’t stay long. They drift apart, away from the doorway, both of them find others to talk to. She isn’t angry, but she’s hollow: there’s nothing to be done. She doesn’t remember giving him another glance.

Only later, alone, undressed in her bed, she muses on what he’d said. I’ve thought about it. The words smell like timber or vanilla. I would if I could but I can’t. It makes almost no sense to her – she rarely disallows herself any thing that she wants. She’s keenly aware of living just once. She’s aware of answering to no one, that there is only she. No one waiting, wondering about her, no one claiming her.

She ponders the ceiling, arms folded under her head, her pillows tipped to the floor. She remembers the flick of the lioness’s tail, the rasp of her tongue over teeth. She should be gracious, she should feel humiliated, at the very least be defeated: but she is none of these. He had said something else to her: concentrate on your work. Her work is to manipulate, invent, instil. Her job is to conjure something out of nothing. To force belief; to create what could be.

At four in the morning she gets out of bed and writes to him, linking word after word.


They will always be a story, she writes, and the story will always be about him. All, everything, him—

She’d told him no strings, as if she doesn’t know that the world is tied together with string, that everything hangs poised from thread; that string, tied tight enough, slices to bone. Of course she knows it – how impossible it is, to avoid the hideous knots – but she is resolved. When he wants it to end, she will go. She can’t begrudge him his need to keep his world intact. It’s wrong to ask him to risk the things that make his life fulfilling. And she’s vowed never to speak, afterward, of the terrible ruinous death-plunge that comes with the cutting of strings.

That day – the last day – is always there, swirling beneath them like ash. Every day demands they step with agility. They are like diamond-cutters – cautious, examining detail, feeling in their minds the shape of what lies beneath. Yet there are also times of ridiculous excitement, when he turns handstands, when she runs as fast as she can, when they feel six years old on Christmas morning, when they know how it is to have wings. He wonders if he isn’t becoming addicted to this feeling. He doesn’t love her – he scorns the notion of love at first sight, of loving one hardly known, for life must have scale, some things must be earned – but he loves the divine taste of this fresh-minted euphoria. It’s what he will miss most when the last day comes and nothing returns to normal.

She won’t take him to her house. At the end, there should be a place in her life where he hasn’t been. So she fucks him on the spongy seats of her car, in public parkland close to busy roads, in rubbish-blown lanes and carparks, in sidestreets near his home. A man accustomed to gentleness, at first these stark places alarmed him; but his aversion to dingy haunts disappeared one night when the sky was slate with city lights and she led him down a bluestone alley and turned her face to the wall. He’d fucked her with his arms crossed between her breasts and his belt buckle clinking, the noise of horns and arguments rising from nearby. His hands had parted the groove of her arse, his fingers had combed through damp hair: he’d pulled her close and thrust into her hard, wincing at her narrow depths. His heart, as always, had been crashing in his chest, frightened, appalled, quickened by need. Moments from coming, his breathing loud to his ears, he had glanced up to see a cat standing on a fence-top, motionless as only a stray can be, its colourless eyes considering him. He’d been jolted by surprise – he had never been watched by a wild animal before – and suddenly he understood about these furtive places she seemed to prefer. There was nothing about this – about the two of them, what they were doing – that was dignified: but every black corner was theirs. And he, whose life has been lived in the light, has begun to see such places everywhere. At his desk, in whitest sunshine, he daydreams about darkness.

One evening they both attend a cocktail party in the grounds of a fabulous house. The night is fragrant, the moon is low. The air is dense with chatter, laughter, glass on glass, mosquitoes delicate as calligraphy. The food is tastefully Japanese. The exhibiting artists are cooed over, then genteelly stabbed in the back. He is aware of her presence at the edge of the crowd, perched cross-legged on a stone wall. She is talking to a handsome man whose name he can’t recall. He sees her touch this man with a finger – she is a ceaseless flirt. He used to like it, her being so – he liked thinking of her as a sharp-toothed, mean little beast over whose behaviour he had no control. Now, though, he is changing. He doesn’t love her, but he doesn’t want her loving anyone else. And he feels the pull of a string strong enough to easily hang a man.

The speeches are given, the exhibition is launched, the gathering shifts gear. The handsome man continues to sit with her, near enough for their elbows to touch. It’s a relief when somebody else joins them; somebody else, as well. He crosses the lawn
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