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MY GOAT ATE ITS OWN LEGS



My goat ate its own legs. I’d left it in the field on its own for a month. It was the first holiday I’d had for eight years. Farm animals happily graze uninterfered with during the summer. In fact, many prefer to be left alone. And goats are the hardiest of all the domesticated species. There was plenty of grass. And water. A stream runs through the wandering channel it has cut through the soft earth of my goat’s fertile pasture. I presumed it would be fine. How was I to know that a plague of locusts would strike a couple of days into my break–eating every sprouting plant and herbaceous thing?

Before it ate its own legs, my goat ate: the blankets in the barn; two saddles; an old tractor tyre; the bark off the huge tree in the bottom corner of the field; and the number plate and light covers off the trailer backed-up near the top end. It always had a healthy appetite. When I returned home, I thought it was as gone as the grass and other organic material. My first scan of a once-healthy field revealed a goatless post-nuclear wasteland. The rich variety of greens had been replaced with a singular, homogenous, oppressive brown. Everything blended into one–the scorched earth, the stripped-down bare wooden shed, the pared trunk. As I stared in disbelief and dejection, I noticed a feature–my goat’s head. It was jutting up from the stream’s sodden furrow like a seal’s inquisitive domed crown poking above a rolling coastal wave. Spirits instantly raised, I vaulted the barrier-gate like an ancient Olympian, and rocketed towards it. I cared nothing for the grass, or the tree, or anything else on my farm that was lost. I loved my goat. Charging gleefully across the field, homing in on its friendly face like a flesh-coloured cruise missile locked on target, I imagined it lying beside the stream, tired and hungry but complete. I didn’t imagine it was lying there legless. It was.

My goat lives on the pond now. It grazes on the lush grasses that thrive on the watery banks. The vet advised putting it down, but that goat has been my best friend for years. I’ve built a raft around it with a tightly secured harness that holds its limbless body in place and upright. A system of criss-cross and herringbone straps fixed over its back and shoulders ensures it never overturns. Goes tits-up. The goat’s back end droops into the water. To propel itself around it shakes its arse. It’s become incredibly adept at manoeuvring, and can even reverse by performing strange circular tail wags. Some say it’s cruel, but my goat has been happily strapped to that raft, voyaging around the pond for the past two years. On particularly cold days, I land it in a dry dock I’ve built near my farmhouse. There I feed it on thick oats and moist sugar beet–that’s a pretty luxurious diet for a farm animal. And yet it always yearns to get back into the water. My uncle believes that’s because it’s in control of its own destiny on the pond. It has the freedom of choosing where to go and where to graze. I disagree. I’m sure it’s that when it’s in the water, all four stumps hidden under the surface, it can kick them and imagine it’s got four legs again, and that we’re prancing round the old field like we used to, chasing each other.








THE STONE



During childhood, one of my best friends was a stone. It never changed or moved. I always knew where to find it. Right now, as you’re reading this, I imagine it’s exactly where it always was. Unchanged. It’s a pretty big stone; it’s longer than a seven-year-old head to toe, but shorter than a twelve-year-old head-to-toe. I think it’s limestone; one of the denser, harder varieties. When I think of its immutable form, it feels like it should be granite, but I don’t think there is any granite in that area. And granite is too tough, too cold. My stone has more life about it.

Limestone is the modelling clay of rock types. It can be moulded into innumerable wonderful designs; designs devoid of the hard corners and severe faces of other stones. Limestone is borne of life. It is comprised from the compressed shells of living creatures. Once mature, it’s slowly mutating guises are shaped by passionate swirling water and tempestuous falling rain. This epochal process outlives the evolution, and extinction, of entire species. Limestone is organic in every sense. My stone is no exception. It’s flattish. Guessing how tall I was at various stages of my relationship with it, I’d say the stone is about a metre long. It’s probably an average of forty centimetres wide and about twenty centimetres deep, but, being a natural object, the length, width and depth vary at any two points of measurement. No word can define its shape.


If we had a word for every shape imaginable, there would be no room in our vocabularies for love or hate. The closest way to describe the shape of my stone would be to call it rectangular or oblong. But those words are oppressively geometric, and hence hugely misleading. The stone is shaped like a bow-tie that has been tied really badly, with a really fat loose knot, so that it doesn’t corset much in the middle; then ironed super-flat so the constriction in the middle is even less defined; then twisted and pulled in every direction; then ironed all over again; then mauled; then ironed countless times until its shape is indescribable; then attached to a cat’s collar for a week of prowling through undergrowth. More specifically, one end of the stone is narrower than the other. At a few points it is quite deep. Here and there it is thinner–both near the edges, and also at some points between the edges. And yet its form is only half of what makes it so special. Equally important is its situation. It lies, face down, in the middle of a young, gurgling stream. It lies there, regardless of time or weather, unflinchingly dependable. These two factors combine in Gestalt fashion to create a wonderful object. Being the shape it is, and lying where it does, means that it offers several perfect places for trapping trout.

I used to catch trout with my hands. I lived in a rural area. There were no kids to play ball games with. The bubbling brook was my chattering clique. You may have heard of tickling trout. For the record, I lived amongst trout for a dozen years and I’ve no idea how you would get close enough to a trout to tickle it. If a trout glimpses your silhouette or moving shadow, it becomes an underwater rabbit racing for its burrow. It darts for cover, its streamline brown fleshy form the underwater blur of a living torpedo. Once in shelter, it’ll stay in its hiding place for far longer than a young boy is willing to wait for it to emerge. The advantage we have over these slippery sprinters is intelligence–we’re not at the top of the food chain for nothing. Trout are creatures of instinct. Back then, I interpreted that as habit. They have favourite hiding spots. Some will head for a clump of water weed, some cower under overhanging turf, some disappear under large rocks lying in the water. Most rocks offer only one hiding place. Larger ones like my stone, can provide several. I knew the rocks of that gluggling brook as well as I know the faces of my children. I knew their every curve and point and dimple. I knew them, as if I’d studied them from the day they broke free from the bedrock, through every shaping force, to the moment they came to rest in my stream. My long flattish stone, I knew best of all. There were six trout hiding places under my stone. Three of these were smaller pockets at the edges. Two were larger, with more features–nooks and crannies that needed gentle, knowledgeable finger-exploration. The sixth hole was the mother of all trout hides–it was an underwater tunnel emerging at two opposite points near the narrower end of the stone. The trout loved that tunnel. In my early fishing days, I hated it.

Every time I went trout-hunting in that stream, I could feel the gravitation pull of my trusty stone. Even if I set out to fish another section of the water, inevitably it would draw me to it. One minute I’d be wandering through the musty wood upstream, or duelling with herons downstream, the next I’d be back in the same old spot, kicking up a frantic froth, herding trout underneath that steadfast boulder. The approach routine was as practised as the Changing of the Guard. I’d lie down on the stone’s cold, water-splattered surface. My clothes would instantly soak up clear fresh water. I’d smell the wet rock up-close; a base note of wet stone, sprinkled with the watered-down vegetative smell of desperate lichen and displaced sediment. As I lay there half-drenched, I’d convince myself I was truly free, that I’d escaped the predictable ways of the human world to interact instinctively with the natural one. My hands would break the water’s surface. Anxious, agitated fingers, chilled to the bone, would move around underneath, investigating all the lesser holes and trout hides. But my fantasy of having thrown off the shackles of conformity was a delusion, because from the moment my fingertips pierced the water’s surface, my mind would be elsewhere. Even my hands anticipated the main event. I fished that stone like a guardsman giving a royal salute with his rifle–my performance was formulaic and the outcome was inevitable.

Excepting the tunnel, the holes under that rock were easy. I knew how to move into all of them, covering escape routes with my arms; contorting my palms into fleshy vices; prodding with numb, knuckle-grated fingers. But trying to enjoy those holes was like expecting satisfaction from beating a toddler at football–because the biggest trout in the brook loved the tunnel. It was big, it was dark and to them it seemed entirely safe. Their faith in that haven annoyed me, so, soon after arriving at the rock, I’d find myself abandoning the lesser five dens, desperately trying to grasp a prize trout by thrusting a hand down one end of the long tunnel–only to see a vision of piscine beauty zoom silently out of the other.

Logically the tunnel was the opposite of the safe harbour that trout believed it to be. It was a perfect natural fish trap. That knowledge drew little me to it. I grew bigger. The stone
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