
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Author


Taurus

Title Page

Also by Joseph Smith

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Copyright


Wolf

Title Page

Dedication

Also by Joseph Smith

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Acknowledgements

Copyright


About the Author

Joseph Smith is the author of The Wolf and Taurus. He lives in London.


JOSEPH SMITH

Taurus

[image: logo]


ALSO BY JOSEPH SMITH

The Wolf


CHAPTER 1

The sun is beating into the darkness of my back.

I feel its heat pushing down on me, trying to force me towards the hotter ground of dust and stone. The earth is dead and cracked, a lifeless thing on which cling blunted stems of green, and there are ants and others that always seem to be active just beneath its surface. But the earth’s opposite, sky, now open and unscratched, is different – it feels to me that it is alive and is able to look down with the eyes I give it of sun and moon. Often clouds form that can turn and disappear, and then reds and oranges that suddenly streak upward from the horizon. I have watched these things as they change into the stars and make new shapes like clouds – not as clear and strong as in the day, but because they are there every night and are always the same I learn them and follow them as they twist around sickeningly, a whole night feeling no longer than a sunset. The stars and their forms fade at the end of night but I keep them, not only the images I have in my head but also perhaps the drops that form on the stones. The mists that sometimes hang in strange smears and that I walk through and inhale might be these same things too, after falling.

But this heat that I stand beneath now makes those cool mornings, when the ground is slippery and the air dampens my flanks, seem like fantasy. It makes the things I want to believe seem unreal in the absence of what is felt. In the middle of the day, to turn and walk a few steps is to be drained of everything except an awareness of the sun, how it takes everything out of the still air and bakes almost all the life out of the ground. It is like a weight – more than the weight of all the flesh I carry – and while muscle can be felt lifted and falling with my movements, in the heat there is no movement and for a short time it feels unending, so that I think that I am to the sky what a stone is beneath my hoof – not crushed but pinned, solidified.

My neck loosens and I look down at the ground. It has veins running over it and stones and rare greenery twisting upward, up towards the thing above that is doing all this, and I think that if I were a plant I would grow downward, I would grow away from the sun and the absent step that can crush a year’s growth. The earth around me has a border, a fence running in a line visible and invisible, its posts clear but the mesh in between just a shimmer in both sun and mist. I am enclosed, protected, so that I know every step in this paddock, all the tiny empty channels in the earth from when they appear in late spring; and I see all the plants that grow here, learning what progress is for them. I have this ground beneath me and most nights the forms above so that sometimes I feel that I’m not heavy with the flesh around my withers but am suspended, hanging unafraid between the things I attend to.

There is a crack in the ground that is running from under me towards one of the posts a few steps away, as if by the pounding in of the post and the stamping of my leg we have formed it together. If I follow the line from me to beyond the post it leads slightly uphill to the house, a huge white slab blazing out of the otherwise dull brown and occasional green surrounds, yet in front of it is an even greater shock – bright green grass surrounded by flowers of all different colours, as if the house was casting not a shadow down the hill but its opposite. I raise my head into the heat to stare at this and allow myself to think that it is the life of the sky that is striking down on the house and bursting from its side with colour. But I feel nothing as I think this.

And I feel nothing but the heat and my own weight as I turn away from the house and its gardens and look downhill, at the dry, rough land rolling downward and then back up a little before becoming horizon. It is the same in each direction – the same prospect of dust and scattered plant growth, the same absence of anything larger than something I could step on except the scarce trees, standing alone and distanced from each other. The only change is if I turn and look uphill again but away from the house, where there is the barn that I share and attached to it the low fence made of the same wood that the barn is, and which from where I see it now curves out towards me like a stomach.

I look at this curve and imagine the feel of my horn pressed against it, scoured along its side, its tip running over the gaps in the wood to make a noise like the one we hear before the boy appears in the brightness of the barn doorway, a stick in his hand. How soft and old is that wood? Perhaps if I were able to stand before it, lower my head and pitch my weight forward, it would lean slightly like the posts of the paddock fence do. I take a few steps and a little dust rises from under me, the earth making quiet noises beneath the weight that pushes at it. Even if I scrape and stamp at the earth it is quiet! All is quiet at this time of day, as if I have been abandoned. I am left standing alone, looking aimlessly and listlessly in one direction and another, the only movement the muscles of my neck and withers as I turn my head – or the infrequent throwing forward of a hoof.

I walk to the part of the paddock that is nearest the house, the blaze of white and sudden colour a tired but reliable fascination. I search for movement, shifting my head slightly behind the fence, looking through the bright metal that disappears but can obscure the object beyond. There is no sign of them – no sign of the dogs either – not even the plants or flowers move in the breeze because the only breeze there is is the swaying of my head slightly behind the fence, watching as the little threads of silver add themselves as another growth, another strangeness where there should be scrub and rock. And mostly I am content to do this – I am satisfied to stare like this and then turn and push my weight through the dust and air until I reach the other side of the paddock.

But sometimes, like now, my breaths don’t go in as deep – I seem to be floundering for breath before I realise and snort out so as to breathe in deeply, kicking at the ground as if it were the thing trying to block the air from my insides. Suddenly I feel as if there is something in the paddock with me, something so real that I turn to meet it with dull annoyance pricking at my back. I turn and face the heat of the shimmering air and though I am afraid I hope that there is something there – an enemy of flesh that threatens what I must protect, a thing that I can lower my head before and ram into and feel its mass jolting down my spine. But again there is nothing and by the time I have turned and looked for my enemy, staring through the emptiness of land to where it meets the blue of the sky, the desire I had is forgotten; it has escaped as if as trifling as the will to swish my tail.

I let it escape and feel the sun move over me, its heat sloping around the curve of my shoulders to weigh on the base of my neck. Now there is something behind me – a sound – the sound of footsteps light and steady on the dust and I turn my head to see the boy coming towards the paddock from the house, pushing the barrow in front of him. I step quickly so that I face this movement, raising my head as he approaches, keen to see if the barrow he pushes is full or empty and know whether the course of this day will end here in the paddock or back in the barn. I notice him as well, the boy, while I strain my head upward, smelling the air for the feed. He is hidden while his hands are on the barrow, becoming something fused and ugly that makes him a smaller and weaker thing, but I can still see his manner as he pushes at the thing in front of him. It used to be that I could tell whether it was full of feed or not by the way he pushed it, but he has become large enough that it makes no difference any more and what is clearer from looking at him now is that he is calm – when he becomes separate from it he will make his movements without the burning anger that sometimes sees his long thin body twist quickly, hurling a stick into the scrub, beating at the earth or the fence with the metal of his spade, a mewling growl like a dog’s coming from his throat.

Now he is nearer the fence than I am, and with him dropping the barrow it is as if they have been cleaved apart, the metal falling away dead to make a quiet scrape on the ground and the boy straightening, sloughing off the skin of his labour, and I see him clearly – the glistening black on his head, the long thin flow of limb and body covered in something the colour of the earth, the eyes a brown but more like a pair of setting suns than the thing he and I stand on. With a few slow footfalls I move closer to the fence, watching him, looking to see into the barrow that is empty and then turning to him again. He comes towards me, the springing youth in his step that used to be of no harm but to himself, is now in his grasp, a part of his spirit, a thing dangerous to those around him, and as he comes closer I feel a weak fear that does nothing to my heart or lungs except echo thinly through them. Even the other thing that his approach breeds – the urge that makes me scrape slightly at the ground and flick my ears and snort – this too is hollow, a reaction born of habit, a resonance of my own youth when fear was real and unwelcome, a choking thing as if the air had turned to dust.

And I am not afraid when he leaves the barrow and comes right up to the fence, his arms swinging at his sides, his head down and watching the rocky ground in front of him. And when he crouches down to twist at the pipe leading into the paddock – when he becomes a smaller thing again – I trot forward towards the mesh so that its holes are almost my nostrils, smelling him, looking at him as his whole body twists at the tap and then turns with the screeching metal. I look down at this boy and think that yes, if the fence were not there holding me in I would take him up on my back and feel his small body rolling down it to smack onto the ground behind me. Then I would turn and have him as the sun has me, as I have the stones beneath my hooves. I can hear the water trickling into the trough away to my side and though I am thirsty I don’t turn away from him because I cannot. I find as I watch him now making the metal squeak with just a turn of his wrist that there is a disgust in me, like a sour liquid rattling in the bottom of my lungs, a thing that is in my blood and that can move my body more than my mind into terrible nights – nights as long as years of unfeeling.

This figure before me can cause this? No. This hatred is for the fence that stops me getting to him – the ugly, bent ring of wood and metal that circles me and he can hide behind. Then he stands quickly and my neck and ears follow his rising movement, his head and shoulders appearing above the fence in a sudden clarity that lets me see every heavy strand of dark hair coming almost over his shining eyes, the muscles of his jaw rippling as he clenches his teeth together and the fine, brittle dents of his nose. I breathe deeply to smell him, to try and bring the distance between us to nothing. Would I really take him on my horns if the fence was absent? Perhaps I would just walk to him, pulled forward by his eyes, wanting only to be closer to his lithe grace and the power that lashes within him like a wind around a fire. There is a malice in him – it fills him as clearly as the fresh water that sits in my trough and I think I must be thirsty for both because it does not stop me from watching him, from enjoying his movements of thin flesh on even thinner bones, seeing how there are still traces of awkwardness from where his body has grown away from its youth.

His body tenses and I think that he will lift his foot and walk away, but as he turns to profile the dirt crunches softly and he stops, his eyes returning to mine. And quickly I know that his mind is on me as well because I can see myself – I can see the large black shape planted on short legs that he sees, the thick shoulders and neck and the huge broad head with its horns pointing skyward. I swish my tail and snort and stamp and I can see a bull, doing these things, standing behind a fence with rough brown earth and pale sky meeting at a line behind him where he stands. I feel my heart moving inside me and know that it moves in this bull, which is very close now because the boy is studying me, he is looking at the muscle that fills my shoulders and rump, the width of bone where hoof meets leg, the large head as hard as a stone with only the flesh-like wetness of eye and nostril as a weakness, a sudden reminder that I am not really made of rock, but one that is quickly forgotten by the tapering cruelty of the horns, long and twisted, apex of the beast.

The boy has had his fill of me – he is raising his head from the trough because now I can see myself only in glimpses, in shifting images that are clear for a moment and then disappear. I have to wring them from him – these insights of myself – I have to pull them out as I do the forms from the stars, standing in the night with my neck burning, struggling to keep my head upward to see more than just above the horizon. He has come right back up to the fence and I am startled when his hand shoots upward above one of the wooden posts, the fabric on his arm flapping and the hand pausing in the air before coming to rest. He leans on the post as I sometimes do but from the other side, towards me, and his weight is nothing to the wood or the earth it sits in. His body slightly slanted in the air, he looks at me – his mouth opens and I hear his voice, quiet and not thickened with rage but still with a bright edge of malice, a sharpness as he speaks to me – and I am confused because I see in him something that locks my eyes to him, that does not make me turn away.

Because often I hold him in my sight. His sharp eyes and nose are like the little lizards that sometimes can be seen at the edge of the paddock or in the barn, flinging themselves at insects, missing, falling and then scurrying back up the wall after the same quarry. He is like these creatures, snatching at life as he used to snatch at his breath when he was younger, his face a mess of wetness. I admire the force that moved his arm to startle me but think too that it is unpleasant – in the same way that the lizard’s eager jumping is ugly, futile, somehow repugnant. He stops speaking softly to me, but I can see in his movements that he is thinking about me again, or something like me. In the little flick of his fingers, in the flexing of the spine where it is attached by arm to the post and ground, and in the direction of his gaze and the eyes themselves – in all of these movements I read signs of myself, as clear as if I were looking down into a huge trough to see an outline of head and horns in the water. To look at him now is to feel an echo of what I am made of – not a thin reflection of sound but one strong enough to be confused with its origin – and I am gripped as I watch, as I see the things unfurl from him – the sunlight and shade, the colour of red wall and yellow earth, a man more like a bird than a man in bright colours and dancing in front of a bull, but far more of a beast than I – and suddenly the dance is over, the man is no longer moving and arcing with beauty but has become part of the red wall, is sitting slumped in the dirt against it. I look to the boy’s eyes, wondering if he will turn away and end this vision, but he doesn’t and I see what it is that makes him think this many times when he watches me, what it is that joins he and I in some way that nothing else does: it is the moment where the bull, quicker than a dog, as quick as a cat, skips forward as if without moving to catch the man on the end of his horns and lift him in the air, keeping him there by the movement that is now pushing them both forward before throwing him and turning away, the man continuing his flight to land against the wall and slump into the dirt.

I know that the blood that lifted that man is in me! I can hear it and feel it every time the boy has this memory – this memory that he loves and that excites him. But I feel nothing of his excitement and none of the pain that he does, the thing that grabs him in the belly and twists him into ecstasy. The blood is there – I must be joined to the very bull that the boy watches in his mind, throwing the man – yet I must have something missing because all I can do is share a fascination for the movements and the feelings that formed them. I share the memory with the boy but not its furnace: a slumped form and upturned palms in yellow sand unlinked to the empty lust I have to run at the mirages in my paddock, the ones I imagine clawing at me when my back is turned.

I snort and turn quickly away from the boy, frightening him so that his arm comes away from the post. I lift my hooves and push my body through the air, feeling the shifting masses of flesh around me and beyond them the heat of the day, the dust, the weight of the sun. There is a fencepost that I am looking for and I head for it before realising I am mistaken and so turn slightly to the next – then I am standing next to it, seeing the small point of metal sticking out from the wood towards me. I edge forward and lower my head, angling it so that the horns do not touch too much wood or metal. I push against the post and feel it move slightly in the earth. Then, after a while, I feel the wonderful sharpness of the metal as the nail goes beyond hair and membrane into my blood, cooling it, sending ripples of pain and coldness as far as my shoulder and the bottom of my cheek. Shaded this way from the sky and its eye of the sun, I remain standing there for a long time, I alone breaking through the skin of heat that covers everything here and makes it all insensate.

When I raise my head the boy is looking at me and I know I must be bleeding a little from the new hole in my neck. He is saying something and I know it is the name he and the others call me; this makes me stop to listen to the deeply silent afternoon and the repetitive noise he makes to disturb it, even though it is just noise, and means nothing to me – nothing more than the bark of the dog.


CHAPTER 2

I am breathing lightly, my head lowered and looking upward through the large gaps in the wooden posts and bars that surround me – that make a shape without curve of the space of trodden earth and straw that I stand on. It is dark, but there are grey flecks appearing on the walls and above on the roof – little marks of light that will grow to long yellow bars scraping through the darkness, showing the motes and the thick angles of wood that divide us – that mean I can look only at the large grey shape opposite me with its long head hanging over the fence and its ears pointed back while lower, although obscured by the rough wood, I can see how one leg is bent, its hoof curled backward so that its sharp edge bites into the ground.

I continue to breathe softly, watching it breathe as well to take the thick and moist air of the barn into it silently as it sleeps. And again I must marvel at this creature – this horse that can stand and roll the air in and out of itself with hardly a flicker of movement as it does now. And then at other times with sweat foaming at its neck it can send to me a storm of movement and sound as it gallops from one end of its paddock to another, suddenly turning in deeply slanted circles, more a part of the air than something that must breathe it. It is a creature of change – a thing of changes – and that is why I stand here with my head lowered because I want to see it wake up. I want to see those large eyes open and the big head snap up – the bolt of life shoot through the legs and the slight stagger of consciousness as it realises where it is. I must witness these things and will stand like this every morning that I am in the barn, because to see them flow into the Grey as he wakes is like watching a leaf in violent wind, or an object separating from the boy’s hand. It is to see something powerless before its surroundings and sensitive to forces other than itself, and this grips me – it is the thing I become powerless before, no longer ruled by the things that shimmer through me.

Now there is suddenly more light and it comes from the side and low down near the ground, a bright grey shape starting as a slit and growing into a large hole like an eye – but an eye that blinks with a scraping noise – and then bursting through it a pointed snout and ears, little white teeth and the whole aspect of it eager and distasteful – the small dog pushing itself through the hole on its stomach, tilting its head at one angle and then another as it does so, its tongue leaking out to the side over its teeth. Then it is through and the hole closes behind it, shutting out the brightness as the broken wood falls back into place. The dog stands and shakes itself in a quick, lusty little action and then it begins trotting about the space between the Grey and I, head down and stump of a tail up, poking and smelling everything, all with a horrible quickness and zeal that disgusts me – that makes me snort and press against the wood of the fence.

The dog does not turn or even move an ear in my direction and instead I look back to the Grey, peering up at him through the gap in the wood and seeing that he is still in the same position, but awake now, a large and rounded black wetness having appeared in the side of his head. The dog is meandering towards the Grey, whose eye is fixed on the small shape while his ears are revolving back until the line from his nose to their tip is one long arc – a curve that is no longer held above the wood of the enclosure but is slashing downward at the dog, sound quickly bouncing around the barn and the clack of teeth as the Grey strains forward and with repeated stabs tries to bite at the dog, who moves agilely and turns its own head upward with teeth bared, before carrying on its investigation. And this seems to infuriate the Grey because now it is exploding against the wooden wall at its chest, viciously plunging its head and neck towards the ground, desperate for its quarry, its breathing no longer silent and many other sounds now thumping through the barn.

And just a short time ago he was motionless with one leg bent against the other! This thing that he does, of trying to catch the dog with his teeth, is not unexpected, is not something he hasn’t done before, yet I still cannot help but watch, my attention held, leaning with the tip of a horn against my own enclosure and feeling the bones in my neck begin to twist. There have been other horses who have lived in the barn, but this is the only one I have seen try and strike at the dog in this way. I used to think that it was because the blood flowed higher in him; it pounds up around his ears whereas the others’ hearts could hardly fill their heads – but now I think that this fight in him, this futile movement and sound, comes from somewhere in his mind, a part of it that has grown like fungus in the darkness of this barn that he seldom leaves, fed by the stench of urine and waste that must constantly scrape away at the velvet of his nose and then further up his eye: that glistening orb above the beautiful curve of cheek – I look into that blackness now that the dog has gone and the head has stopped bobbing madly and I see that it is blank, that the Grey does not really know why sweat is now matting the hairs of its flanks.

I push a little with my horn and feel the solidity of the wood as I step back from the barrier, the ache that has gathered in my neck quickly lifting. I do not want to see the Grey as he is now, standing there unmoving, his eyes bulging from his beautiful head, but a wildness curling off him like steam or smoke – a wildness that isn’t the thing I see in the creatures that come at night to the edge of the paddock either by accident or curiosity, staring up at me with their tiny iridescent eyes. It is evident in their movements and how they feel the ground beneath them that they have never been touched by man. It is more like a scent – something that can be sensed streaking through the moist air of the barn as if beaten along by the noise that often goes with it: the repetitive banging of metal against wood as the Grey, facing away from me and moving as the sound does, manipulates a heavy object against the far wall, mindlessly, tirelessly, as if he will only stop when his hooves have grown to curl around themselves.

It is the wildness that exists in him doing this and other things that makes me look away – not the savagery in his gallop with ears flat back and hind hooves flashing behind him at the wind. But even as I turn and move a few small steps into my stall I know that soon I will be pressed against the wood again with an ache in my neck, because this thing has a power to make me return to it stronger than all the aversion it provokes and, even now, it is as if my insides have all already turned and are merely awaiting the outer layers to follow. My eyes have spun in their sockets and look through the double darkness of flesh and gloom to where the Grey stands in its repulsiveness, the effortless fluidity from the creature of beautiful head and stone-cracking hooves, diminished to its present coiling stench of madness. This is the thing that attracts me, that makes me enslaved to its observation.

Then the vagueness of the far wall of the barn away from the horse – the thing I am really looking at – is sharpened with light and I know that the barn door has been opened behind me. There is an imaginary silence, like the moment just before a shot bird begins to tumble from its natural flight, and then I hear the Grey turn and the sound of my own hooves reorganising themselves as I too make a line from my hips to my head towards the light. In it stands the boy, a clear shape with the soft grey of aged first-light and the outside world behind him, paused a few steps into the barn and sloping towards the side of him that holds the tangle and curve of what he carries on his arm. He is looking at the Grey, while the horse has turned away, to see him only with a single eye. I move forward quietly, silently maybe, but these two would not hear me now if I snorted because they are joined together, the one looking at the other, the boy full of nervousness that even now is working its way up into his mouth for him to chew on, making ripples under the skin at the sides of his face. But higher, in his gaze, there seems to be an absence of his apprehension or the anger that goes with it, and in this low clear light the colour of his eyes is dimmed but none of their intent – their admiration for the Grey – which masks everything else and is pulling the two together, the boy taking a tentative step forward and in response an ear, a wetness in his direction.

The boy’s foot makes a noise as it falls and a shiver passes through the Grey, the slight sound of a hoof being moved on beaten earth quickly followed by moans from the boy – entreaties, the beginning of a courtship as his free hand slowly rises from his side. The boy takes another step and the Grey’s neck stiffens, the long head held high over the fencing as if forced up and back with wiring, or by reins, and the boy seeing this pauses as the same stiffness invades him to make his next step smaller, his tall body beginning to crouch as if he might slip beneath the horse’s senses, while the sounds he offers become softer and longer, from deeper within his chest.

It appears to be successful, this courtship, and I stand in my own stall watching the boy approach the horse as if the thing that exists between them is solid, a bank of rock that he must climb across with his limbs at full stretch and sweat darkening him. The boy has draped the saddle he is carrying over the fencing between him and the Grey and now his hand is no longer rising in communication but slowly drifting towards the rivulets of vein and flesh near the horse’s eye, a clear sign, still an entreaty but a softening now in the boy himself. I look at the gaze that is fixed on the stone-like neck and head he is about to touch and see that it is not something going from the boy to the horse, but a drinking, a needful suckling that flows the other way. The Grey must feel the boy’s breaths as too warm; he too must hear the panting sound they make coming from a blood-flushed throat.

His hand has landed on the grey neck, only to lift off and land again more firmly, repeatedly, until the sound of a loud patting is in the barn. The boy has straightened and is slowly filling with the swagger that usually pilots him – his body is no longer marking the air around it with signs of his fear and inhibition but is moving outward, like a plant or weed growing, filling the space around him until his presence is towering above us again. The movements, the noises he makes are those of triumph and a creature with lightness in its feet. And in my stall I think how I have watched such growth in my paddock, marked the appearance of every tiny leaf and the stretching of all the translucent stalks that they sprout from – and then when they are high enough, just as they seem to pause before releasing the small buds further upward a hoof becomes their cloud and the whole thing is back in the ground and broken – a mess of sap and thorn. I am against my stall’s boundary as I think this, feeling the wood give in the earth quietly as I push into it, watching the boy, watching his youth crackle out of him to prick at the air around us with its thistles.

A silent movement, as quick as one of the skeletal orange cats that slink through the fencing, and the Grey has brought his head to the side, his neck curving, no longer stone, and is swivelling the mouth with its receding black lips round to the boy’s arm. In the same movement the horse’s teeth appear – no hesitation, no separation of intent between him getting near the boy and biting him and now he has the boy’s shirt in his teeth and is pulling it to widen and distort the line from shoulder to hand. The boy has made a noise high in pitch like as he did when he was small, and has stepped with a little hop away from the stall, rubbing at his arm, hunching and looking back at the Grey. I can see that the boy is afraid now, but that his faith has not been crushed because he is soon moving back towards the horse, his arm raised in front of him while the noises he makes, the cooing noises, though still supplicating, now have a rough and tearing edge of anger. The Grey has raised his head sharply but his ears are askew, neither pricked forward nor flattened back and I think that his mind has wandered after the perfunctory lunge of teeth at the boy, and that he will soon have the saddle on his back, the metal in his mouth.

And in a short while the boy is also calmer. Now he has one hand on the taut grey flesh of neck. The other has felt for the bridle and is lifting it from the stall’s fence. The anger has gone from his voice and now there really is a thickness to it – a warmth as if his heart is forcing all his blood through its air to moisten it before reaching the horse’s ear, which the boy, bending forward and looking upward, has taken into his hand to squeeze and stroke, a smooth movement becoming slower in repetition, but a hungry one, as if his hand was a mouth. Their heads are very close together and are going to touch – I watch as the two covered skulls drift together like minuscule flotsam does in my trough – a gentle bump and the closing of the horse’s eye, and although the boy’s are hidden I imagine them wide and staring and brimming with it: the happiness, the thing that can be smelt and seen in him as clearly as if it were another animal in the barn.

He and the Grey, now resting against each other like foals! But it should not be a surprise to me, because the boy remains the same in this – his hunger to be close to the horse is constant. That is what I see in him every morning I am in the barn and he appears, framed by the different colours behind him – while it is the Grey, changing, twisted one way and another by his rotting mind, who shuns this contact and makes it a rare occurrence. The touching of heads, the milking of an ear, must happen in the boy’s hopes every time he opens the barn door, and yet it seldom comes about – for both of us – that he can be smelling the rich and sweet smell of the Grey so keenly while I, a few paces distant, can watch hungrily, but merely with a stomach for the event between them.

The boy’s other hand has abandoned the bridle, leaving it draped on the fence where it rests and then slithers quietly to the ground. Neither of them notices it fall and I watch it coiling on the ground with a glint of metal as it slips. Then, looking up, I see that the boy has got the Grey’s nose in one hand, his ear in the other, and he is feeling the whiskers and passing his touch over the warm apertures of the huge nostrils. It has begun at the bottom of the long head and is working its way up the ridge of bone towards the flat space between the eyes. He is almost there when the Grey, his eye opening slowly, suddenly bucks his head up and bites the boy on the soft underside of his arm. The boy screams and pushes away from horse and stall, staggering backward, bringing the bitten arm in close to his body and arching his back over so that he faces the ground. He is silent save for his breaths that are being sucked in quickly and forcing the only movement of his body. Then he moans and shakes his head, more breathing, another moan and a violent movement of the head as if it is gripped and he tries to free it. And when he begins to take a few steps, still bent over, I hear the Grey stamping at the ground and look up to see him shifting in his stall – as if they mimic the other’s movement.

But the boy does not remain hunched for long, and now he has stood up and is stepping resolutely down the space between our stalls, away from us both. We watch him recede and become unclear in the gloom, our necks having turned in unison. Then he is beyond what I can see, my vision blocked by the sides of my stall, so I turn to the Grey who still watches him, ears pricked towards the end of the barn that for me is hidden, has always been unseen. There is another small shuffle of hoof on earth and I watch what must be the boy’s return flicker through the Grey, one ear revolving towards the door and the light. I twist my head against its confines, feeling the tip of a horn pushing into the old rotting wood and this way I can see the boy as well, walking quickly back towards the Grey, the fur above his eyes jutting forward and the thing he holds behind his back confirming what I thought I heard – the sound of a piece of wood being pulled from a stack of many. He holds it so that one end is at his back, the other brushes the back of his leg, down where it bends. It is thin – far thinner than his wrist that is twisted disagreeably to hide it, so much so that looking at it I can feel the pain – the ache that such an effort would cause and for a moment I am fascinated by this, sucked in by this unexpected salience, and I watch as the tendons in that wrist relax and the arm drops, the stick twisting and then rising and beginning to cut the air audibly, flashing out to the side at the end of a straightened arm before slashing back inward and down to hit the Grey.

The horse sees the last part of the stick’s journey and has begun to step backward and avert his head, but even so it meets some of the large area of his skull, making a flat cracking sound – the unmistakable sound of beaten bone, muffled by the flesh around it. The Grey jumps backward, his mane furling and rippling and a breath taken that could be either inward or out, and the boy deftly gains a foothold on the stall’s fence, pulling himself up so that he can lean over the barrier and swing the stick high over his head to strike at the Grey again, who rears a bit and flashes a hoof, his dark eyes bulging and the veins suddenly pulled up to the surface of his skin to cover his face like a cobweb. The boy cannot reach him any more but still swipes the stick through the air, his shouts disconnected from his movements, the horse now pressed against the back of his stall stamping and flinching, his head held low and then high, looking for a space he can get to where the brute, the vessel of ugly youth with its slashing stick and screaming will not be.

Even if the Grey and I were in the same herd – as it seems this roof and these walls try to force us to be through repetition – I would not hear the creak of wood as much as I do now, or feel the scrape and cling of the earth at the base of the long thick posts I press against. There is something in me, watching the boy and the horse, listening to the hiss of the stick diminish and become less frequent, that locks me in so that I cannot turn away – I am chained and pulled so that my own broad snout must face this scene, this thing that is like a fire in the barn, eating away at the walls and the beams. And I should be enlivened, I should feel the air bursting into every part of my lungs as I breathe quietly and watch, but even now I stamp at the ground because I do not feel this – there is no excitement or pleasure in the fire I see, and stronger is the dread of its effect – I worry for the walls and the beams, the fragile posts that hold up the fences because I do not want them destroyed or altered. Others may have put up these barriers, but I have made them with what I have put within them, and while I am engrossed with this fight between the Grey and the boy, I despise the sickness in my stomach and the twitching of forgotten, distant muscles that it triggers.

The boy has climbed over into the stall and has the bridle in his hand. Both of them move up and down jerkily with their breaths, but their aspects – their tired aspects and earth-pointed eyes – declare a mutual unwillingness to fight. The boy makes his noises and raises his arm; the Grey flashes his head out to the side in a compact little movement and a flap of lips and then they are in contact again, a hand on the metallic coat – hairs that must already be mired in the thick and oily sweat I can smell and see in patches of darker grey on the high flank. And then the aim of all this, the reason the boy is here in the barn, is suddenly in front of the horse’s nose and being slipped over his head, the metal entering his mouth with a sound that truly frightens, a soft clinking quickly silenced that travels down my ear into a place inside me that is like the end of the barn where the boy got the stick – unseen, unlit by eyes that cannot turn there.

The boy is lifting the reins over the Grey’s head, and as I watch them land on the long neck, my own twitches and I scrape the fencing with my horn. The sound isn’t loud but it seems to remind them both of the tumult they halved between them; the horse jerks a little and the boy turns to look at me, as if realising for the first time that he is being, and has been, watched. His head is twisted and angled and obscured by his shoulder, but in his bright eyes – the little evening suns he carries in his small skull to try and wilt all he looks at – there is a glimmer I recognise, a fear, the same thing I see in the dogs’ eyes and shoulders the moment before they are shouted at or beaten.

And now I must turn away and face the wall of the barn where I will not see them, where I won’t see the little movements and flickers of limb and mane of their ritual that I can still hear going on behind me, another muscle twitching distantly as I imagine hands on the grey flank, the sudden cling of the saddle, the weightier pats of the boy’s recovering belief. They seldom touch me, they never touch me, whereas the Grey is mauled and suddenly pulled out of the barn and into the light after being left to
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