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 1

A hackney carriage
clatters over cobblestone. Shrieking hooves shatter the cold air,
pierce keenly on the senses, testing sanity. The passengers are
jostled with every undulation, thrown about the creaking cabin,
shoved violently within the luxury of taxied transport.

'Look at these
vermin! Pathetic dull-witted low life! Pathetic creatures! Breed
like rats!'

Tabitha cannot
hear him but she can read the twisted fury on his face. She does
not know what he said but she knows the flavour. She knows she
agrees.

The subhuman
half-wits that plague the streets are at one with the shit and the
grime. They drag their lifeless selves across the glowing windows
of the fractured city. Their cracked skin and festering pores ooze
freely with the slurry of the streets. They look permanently to the
floor, their posture twisted, gnarled, their wits blunted by cheap
ales and poor diets. They look not at the carriage as it rockets
past, grazing their noses; like they are barely conscious of the
existence of such a technological feat.

Stupid fucking
creatures!

Tabitha looks
passively out through the turbulence of the glass pane, her
youthful face a beacon of brilliance presented to the dirt and
decay.

She looks at
Samuel, studies his waning features. He is a great man, sure. It is
evident by his tailored suit and his social standing; but greatness
is about all he has. His boyish head has a slight, rounded jaw,
which hides between his thick muttonchops. The rest of his features
fall too far down his face for Tabitha's liking: a vast expanse of
forehead above close-set eyes and a big-toe nose. She knows it
should not matter to her, with Samuel being such the great man he
is, but these niggling genetic weaknesses of his do test her
so.

She wonders
why it matters, knowing he is no more flawed than any man, but
somehow she cannot help feeling such a virulent aversion to him. If
his wealth and status permitted, she would call him weak. He is
ruthless, yes, competitive, arrogant … just somehow weak.

At least he
isn't a philanthropist; those stinking frauds who glean respect
from a pretence of altruism. Good deeds have little impression on her. Samuel isn't like them, but the way
she feels about him; he might as well be. Even his scolding of the
peasants outside: those pathetic wretches, walking in shit, eating
in shit, sleeping in it, fornicating; even his disdain for them
feels emaciated … impotent even. Kicking the lowest members of the
human race is all too easy! There is something hysterically
desperate about Samuel's scorn.

The carriage
slows, inflicting upon the passengers the turbulence of every
street contour. The driver pulls on the reins and draws it to a
stop. The nearby gaslight throws a hue of cerulean on the milky
street tableau. Samuel unlatches the door and steps out onto a
carpet of sludge. The paving stones glisten with evening moisture;
puddles reflect embers from the shop windows.

A filthy
beggar drops to his knees, his clawing hands threatening the
immaculateness of Samuel's coat.

'Step aside!'
Samuel's voice is dark and fierce. He stands up to the pitiful
being, lifting his cane in his own posturing threat. 'Step aside
for the lady! … I said step aside!' He throws a fist at the
beggar's head, barely connecting, striking the man's temple. The
beggar throws himself down, into the faeces coagulating in the
gutter. He covers his head, fearful the next strike might hurt.

This is
more like it! Tabitha delights in the vision
of the pauper cowering in shit. From where she is sitting, the
strike looked a good 'un, and sounded good too. Perhaps there is
more to Samuel than mere greatness.

Her interest
in Samuel renewed, she gladly takes his hand as he assists her
descent onto street level. Her gloved fingers limply span the girth
of his left arm's biceps. With her high-heeled boots she challenges
his height.

Blooms of
vapour cloud from their mouths as he leads her to the zoo entrance,
the tall gates standing open long past usual opening hours,
granting entry; grey, cold, narrow gates, each forming two halves
of an arch-shape and capped with a bowed metal sign. Suspended
within, spindly letters read:

London Zoo

Traversing
beneath, Samuel and Tabitha join the other ladies and gentlemen, in
couples or small groups, walking along the path to the ticket
office.

—— ♦ ——

They stand
observing a tiger in a small cage.

'Such wonder!'
Samuel marvels, speaking in hushed tones. His eyes negotiate the
tall, thin bars that restrain the beast from the spectator; thin
bars that appear to be unnecessarily tall, strangely high. 'And
such a beast!' His speech is breathless, his eyes fixed and glassy.
'How man can tame nature so! Such wonder! We are truly masters over
the natural!'

Desensitised
to the prying human eyes, the Tiger burns out of the surrounding
blackness, fiery, embered, passing slowly by, uncommitted.

Tabitha is not
impressed. She sees only a dumb animal that was outwitted by a
bunch of other dumb animals; who use technological advancement and
outnumbering to give them an unfair advantage. If a man captured
that beast by single-handedly wrestling her, unarmed, naked, then,
yes, she would be a little more than impressed; but as it stands,
with the development of guns, spears, nets and cages, and
possessing enough wit to assemble a group large enough to undertake
the task, it is hardly an impressive feat.

Samuel strikes
the cage with his cane, calling to the tiger to perform for him.
Startled, the tiger bounds softly away from the cage front. She
cowers at the back, her green eyes shining as she watches the idiot
humans on the other side of the bars.

Bored by the
beauty, they stroll on, browsing the other exotic beasts trapped
for their amusement. They pass a couple caught in a kind of
struggle: the man pressing his person heavily upon the woman. The
woman fights her instinct to break away, fighting to keep composure
and to perhaps fighting to enjoy the gropings from tonight's
suitor. The suppressed endeavour of the woman is lost on Samuel.
Only Tabitha sees it.

'When we
marry, I would understand you wishing to keep your inherited home.
It is a fine building after all.'

The quiet
surprise Tabitha feels is somehow subdued. It is perhaps the
implied violence of the molested woman, behind them now, that
tempers her indignance. She had always assumed they would marry,
sure, just as she had assumed Samuel had also made that assumption,
but this is the only time this notion has been uttered aloud or
intimated in any way; and therefore it has been agreed upon without
Tabitha's consent. His presumptuousness torments her. The thought
of spending her remaining life with him, made more real now, is
revealed as abhorrent. She is suddenly made aware of how long this
feeling has resided in her.

The woman
behind prises her face from the gentleman's face and as their lips
part the build-up of tension Tabitha feels is released, expelled
into the ether, along with the deep gasps of the molested woman,
who feigns excitement to hide her terrible anguish.

Tabitha smiles
her cherry gloss lips, plump lips, full; a toothless smile, lips
pressed firmly.

There! That is
all the consent Samuel needs. 'Come!' He lifts his cane and pushes
it before him; a gesture of progression. 'To the show! It is due to
begin.'

They
assimilate into the gathering around the pen where the humans are
kept. The semi-circular wall grants adequate views for the numerous
persons present. They overlook an arena of grass with a bald,
concreted raised spot in the centre, currently adorned with fruit
and cooked meat. On the surrounding lawn there are several
oversized beds, constructed from elaborate curled ironwork, covered
with quilted cushioning. The hungry fires positioned about the pen
provide much heat as well as ample light.

The heat feels
intense on Tabitha's cheek after the prolonged exposure to the cool
night. About her is a hum of excited chatter. The faces of the
ladies present are poised with expectant delight; the men's
anticipation is suitably suppressed under convicted academic
scrutiny. The strangers surrounding her, their nearness
appropriated by the large number gathered, feel alien yet familiar.
Shallow voices strike dully into the blackened sky; clear but
unreverbating, muted by the openness.

The sounds
lift a step as a zookeeper, a broad man, wide but short, approaches
the arena wall. The burble of speaking gathers momentum but remains
hushed as the zookeeper lowers into the pit a tall, extendable
ladder fixed to the wall. He climbs over and descends into the
enclosure.

He
deliberately ignores his audience, prolonging his actions to
demonstrate his authority. With his greatcoat he appears broader,
his sheep skin collar thick about is bulldog head. His shirt collar
runs tight to his chin and his cravat blossoms out with a magnitude
rivalling his belly. He holds a large battery-powered device: a
kind of cane, clothed in rubber with a bare ball end.

The concern
Tabitha feels is conveyed in her words: 'D-doesn't he need a whip
or club?' She glances to Samuel, her brow folded.

'That cane is
ample for controlling these beasts.' Samuel enjoys the confidence
he feels alongside the anxiety of his future wife. It is a
demonstration of his male intellect and rationality. He grips her
gloved hand that has rested on the peak of the arena wall and
squeezes it gently. It has the desired effect: Tabitha is suitably
calmed and she lets her fear segue into poised excitement.

The zookeeper
hams out his performance, taking his time. The static of the crowd
rises with each step he takes towards the cage door. Unbolting the
huge latch he gaily swings it open, it crashing against the cage
walls. The bar sing a prolonged chime that softens into deafening
quiet.

All is
quiet.

'Geh―cha!
Co―me on, co―me on!' The zookeeper motions
for the inhabitants to walk out into the arena. 'Ge―rrup! Co―me
on!'

The spectators
barely breathe as they watch. At first, there is nothing, but
eventually they see creatures emerge from the murky dwelling.
Several men, naked, hairy, step clumsily out into the open
enclosure. The audience erupts with applause, causing the men to
jump and shrink away. 'Co―me on!' Their skin is tanned through
prolonged exposure to the sun, rouged, and glowing in the
firelight.

'Grubs up! Grubs up!' The zookeeper waves a leg of lamb at
them, stealing their attention, before tossing it back on the food
pile. He retreats to sit on a high stool, to fill his pipe as the
men run greedily to dine. They snatch what delights they can before
someone else gets to it first, then gnaw at the animal legs,
tearing off chunks of flesh with their teeth. Their eagerness to
feed induces hearty laughter throughout the crowd, filling the air
with a rendition of ho―ho―ho!
The fruit, soft and overripe, is mushed into
their muscular jaws, dripping rich juices down their chests,
rolling into their laps and mingling with the thick hair of their
loins.

Tabitha is
taken by the brutality of their eating. She watches as they push
rolling locks of hair from their faces, to free those eager
orifices to which morsels are presented. Far from finding their
conduct hilarious. She is wholly enthralled by the freedom they
exhibit; the earthy honesty of their actions. The juices dribbling
down their flesh arouse in her a great delight. Her eyes meander
over their muscular bodies, their big shoulders and wide chests.
She inspects their limp penises, tight now, shrivelled; darker than
the surrounding skin, redder. These morsels of the body, these
appendages of potential, poke meekly from blooms of thick fuzz
between arching muscular thighs.

'Huh! Look at
them! Pathetic beasts!'

Samuel's
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