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ABOUT THE BOOK

A free download from the author of Taurus and The Wolf.

Joseph Smith’s bestial myth is a strikingly alternative pastoral. Taurus is the psychologically unnerving and viscerally detailed story of a bull. This extract offers a taste of a powerful, beautiful and extremely unusual novel of animal life. It also introduces readers to an original voice in contemporary fiction, one that is both raw and refined.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Joseph Smith is the author of two novels, The Wolf and Taurus, and, most recently, Finally My Ambulance, a collection of short stories. He lives in London.
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THE BULL

The Grey is opposite, his head hidden but a small patch of his rump and swishing tail visible as the sound he makes repeats itself in the warm air of the barn: a clanking of metal, a noise softened by the darkness formed in contrast with the great, bright sunlight coming through the open door, and thinly shafting down from the holes in the roof above us. My body rests on the floor of my stall, which is damp and filled with scent but cooler than the air above it, a coolness that my flesh is pushed into and splayed wide by its own weight, my eyes closing as I lie here and opened by the buzzing of an insect, the flick of an ear. It is the hottest part of the day and the stifling suns that pass feel as if they have always been and will never end – the middle of summer – the hazes that rise from the ground seeming to fill everything that must breathe and I most of all to leave me drowsy, uninterested in the tongues that drink from my eye, or the stench in which I am lying.

I am not asleep and will not sleep, but I am quiet as I watch what little of the horse I can see in front of me, and I do not flinch at the noise he makes – nor am I repelled by the urine that I can feel both on my stomach and in my nose because all my senses are pointed inward. The flies lick at the veined bases of my eyes because I am looking back to the night, between now and which many days have passed in quiet heat – time spent neglecting the stars and the growths in the paddock, hoping for moments like this in the barn where if I am careful and still I can let my mind slip into memory, the thoughts of that night sending flickers of excitement and sensation out into my body, shimmers that seem to weaken and then might explode in me with such force that I think I am running and can feel the mauled flesh at my flank, the shudder of my back as my horn punctures the dog’s ribs to part its insides.

And though these recollections spring from my flesh and not my eyes, distanced as I am to what happened by the days that have elapsed, I fear they might be illusory: perhaps they are merely something else I have built – like the shapes I think I see in the stars, unreal and slowly fading – and soon I will be left with nothing but ungraspable traces, useless itches in my mind and spine that nothing can reach or alleviate. I rise and plod heavily over to my trough, feeling a jagged confusion of hunger and thirst, not for the food or the dirty remnants of water that my breath ripples as I lower my head, but for something that is too vague until I turn and begin walking away from the trough, then suddenly in the movement I remember it – the surge in my chest and the heat at my horns as I faced the dog before charging, the spinning of that impulse as it welled in me before snapping taut to send me forward, full of a strength I did not know existed, had only suspected might be there and that was suddenly mine to possess, to point the force of horns and spine in the direction that I chose.

More dreams to haunt me in this humid box of the barn? It is there and not there, memory and feeling weaving up into my mind before disappearing to echo in my flesh – an elusiveness to which I have become attached like a nail in wood – wanting desperately to feel again as I did then even if it is a deception, and only in the misted form of memory.

Now there is a slight noise and the light coming through the open door is altered, something I do not see directly but can feel as if it were a solid thing touching me. I turn from the trough and move along the stall’s fence to look through an opening and there in the doorway is a strange sight: a bright golden orb above a patch of bright blood red. It moves forward and a small figure appears – a small boy, his torso and arms red and the hair of his head so flaxen that it is almost white, two thin brown twigs for legs poking into the ground like stakes. I press forward against the fence, the wood sharp at my snout and creaking loudly enough to make the boy twitch and his legs compress – I can see him looking for the source of the sound and then he must see me – I watch the slight wince that he makes when he is peering in my direction and then he turns and gestures to the side and another child appears: a girl, again awash in bright red and with the same thin spokes holding her up, the same light yellow hair, but wild and curling around her head so that standing there she blazes with light and I am startled, the fence creaking loudly so that they both jump as if bitten or stung, the girl’s arm reaching out for the boy, she much bigger than him yet still small herself.

With the arm that touches him she pushes, and the boy jerks forward towards me, turning and hissing back at her. For a moment they look at each other, and I can see their profiles, silhouetted against the brightness of the afternoon, so similar that they must share the same blood, the same little stub of nose and chin reflecting each other, and now the boy is stepping slowly into the barn, edging his way in while staying as far as possible from my eyes and gaping nostrils that watch and suck at him through the gaps of wood. The girl follows, beginning slowly and then rushing towards the boy until they are touching, their backs pressed against the wall near the doorway, the boy crammed into the corner where the opposite row of stalls meets the wall. I cannot see the horse and he has stopped his clanking, so he must also sense them, even though they are very quiet and in the gloom away from the entrance. Then the girl steps away from the boy and directly towards me, reaching out with one foot before joining it with the other, creeping closer this way while the boy hisses a mixture of fear and encouragement behind her until she is close enough that a few more steps would have her at my stall.

The boy is edging up to join her, using her to block his sight of what he nears and I watch quietly, smelling the unfamiliar scents that reach me, looking to the girl’s eyes that have shown nothing but fear and a mocking excitement, that do not seem to see me except as something fearful, and it is only after I have remained still and she has mirrored this stillness with her brother clutching her arm that her raw excitement subsides and I can see what she sees: the massive dark head obscured and caged by the wooden frame it tries to push through, the white of an eye prominent in the blackness, the horns hidden except for their tips that break the line at the top of my stall and all of it impossibly large, as if I am the size of the barn itself – a size that swells further when I look to the boy’s more frightened eyes.

And looking at them in turn, shifting my head against the fence, I watch how they disfigure me: the boy, fascinated by my eye, makes it swollen to the size of his head, a mass of black and white rolling in its oil, revolting him every time it passes as if he will be slimed by it, while the girl – for her it is the bulk of my body, the shoulders and neck around the head inflated so that my head is dwarfed, a tiny stump comprised of two gaping nostrils stuck to the expanse of mass, of heavy muscle and fat that sits behind it. Perhaps this is how I am truly formed, grotesque and imbalanced, and the other images I have seen are my own construction. But as I shift in the stall with the sudden fear of this, the concentration of the two before me is broken – they cower and grasp at each other with small hands as I step back to turn my head, to thrust it forward into the space in the fencing and see them differently, to see what they see differently, their eyes darting over me and the thin structure that separates us
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