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Pastoralia

1.

I have to admit I’m not feeling my best. Not that I’m doing so bad. Not that I really have anything to complain about. Not that I would actually verbally complain if I did have something to complain about. No. Because I’m Thinking Positive/Saying Positive. I’m sitting back on my haunches, waiting for people to poke in their heads. Although it’s been thirteen days since anyone poked in their head and Janet’s speaking English to me more and more, which is partly why I feel so, you know, crummy.

“Jeez,” she says first thing this morning. “I’m so tired of roast goat I could scream.”

What am I supposed to say to that? It puts me in a bad spot. She thinks I’m a goody-goody and that her speaking English makes me uncomfortable. And she’s right. It does. Because we’ve got it good. Every morning, a new goat, just killed, sits in our Big Slot. In our Little Slot, a book of matches. That’s better than some. Some are required to catch wild hares in snares. Some are required to wear pioneer garb while cutting the heads off chickens. But not us. I just have to haul the dead goat out of the Big Slot and skin it with a sharp flint. Janet just has to make the fire. So things are pretty good. Not as good as in the old days, but then again, not so bad.

In the old days, when heads were constantly poking in, we liked what we did. Really hammed it up. Had little grunting fights. Whenever I was about to toss a handful of dirt in her face I’d pound a rock against a rock in rage. That way she knew to close her eyes. Sometimes she did this kind of crude weaving. It was like: Roots of Weaving. Sometimes we’d go down to Russian Peasant Farm for a barbecue, I remember there was Murray and Leon, Leon was dating Eileen, Eileen was the one with all the cats, but now, with the big decline in heads poking in, the Russian Peasants are all elsewhere, some to Administration but most not, Eileen’s cats have gone wild, and honest to God sometimes I worry I’ll go to the Big Slot and find it goatless.

2.

This morning I go to the Big Slot and find it goatless. Instead of a goat there’s a note:

Hold on, hold on, it says. The goat’s coming, for crissake. Don’t get all snooty.

The problem is, what am I supposed to do during the time when I’m supposed to be skinning the goat with the flint? I decide to pretend to be desperately ill. I rock in a corner and moan. This gets old. Skinning the goat with the flint takes the better part of an hour. No way am I rocking and moaning for an hour.

Janet comes in from her Separate Area and her eyebrows go up.

“No freaking goat?” she says.

I make some guttural sounds and some motions meaning: Big rain come down, and boom, make goats run, goats now away, away in high hills, and as my fear was great, I did not follow.

Janet scratches under her armpit and makes a sound like a monkey, then lights a cigarette.

“What a bunch of shit,” she says. “Why you insist, I’ll never know. Who’s here? Do you see anyone here but us?”

I gesture to her to put out the cigarette and make the fire. She gestures to me to kiss her butt.

“Why am I making a fire?” she says. “A fire in advance of a goat. Is this like a wishful fire? Like a hopeful fire? No, sorry, I’ve had it. What would I do in the real world if there was thunder and so on and our goats actually ran away? Maybe I’d mourn, like cut myself with that flint, or maybe I’d kick your ass for being so stupid as to leave the goats out in the rain. What, they didn’t put it in the Big Slot?”

I scowl at her and shake my head.

“Well, did you at least check the Little Slot?” she says. “Maybe it was a small goat and they really crammed it in. Maybe for once they gave us a nice quail or something.”

I give her a look, then walk off in a rolling gait to check the Little Slot.

Nothing.

“Well, freak this,” she says. “I’m going to walk right out of here and see what the hell is up.”

But she won’t. She knows it and I know it. She sits on her log and smokes and together we wait to hear a clunk in the Big Slot.

About lunch we hit the Reserve Crackers. About dinner we again hit the Reserve Crackers.

No heads poke in and there’s no clunk in either the Big or Little Slot.

Then the quality of light changes and she stands at the door of her Separate Area.

“No goat tomorrow, I’m out of here and down the hill,” she says. “I swear to God. You watch.”

I go into my Separate Area and put on my footies. I have some cocoa and take out a Daily Partner Performance Evaluation Form.

Do I note any attitudinal difficulties? I do not. How do I rate my Partner overall? Very good. Are there any Situations which require Mediation?

There are not.

I fax it in.

3.

Next morning, no goat. Also no note. Janet sits on her log and smokes and together we wait to hear a clunk in the Big Slot.

No heads poke in and there’s no clunk in either the Big or Little Slot.

About lunch we hit the Reserve Crackers. About dinner we again hit the Reserve Crackers.

Then the quality of light changes and she stands at the door of her Separate Area.

“Crackers, crackers, crackers!” she says pitifully. “Jesus, I wish you’d talk to me. I don’t see why you won’t. I’m about to go bonkers. We could at least talk. At least have some fun. Maybe play some Scrabble.”

Scrabble.

I wave good night and give her a grunt.

“Bastard,” she says, and hits me with the flint. She’s a good thrower and I almost say ow. Instead I make a horselike sound of fury and consider pinning her to the floor in an effort to make her submit to my superior power etc. etc. Then I go into my Separate Area. I put on my footies and tidy up. I have some cocoa. I take out a Daily Partner Performance Evaluation Form.

Do I note any attitudinal difficulties? I do not. How do I rate my Partner overall? Very good. Are there any Situations which require Mediation?

There are not.

I fax it in.

4.

In the morning in the Big Slot there’s a nice fat goat. Also a note:

Ha ha! it says. Sorry about the no goat and all. A little mix-up. In the future, when you look in here for a goat, what you will find on every occasion is a goat, and not a note. Or maybe both. Ha ha! Happy eating! Everything’s fine!

I skin the goat briskly with the flint. Janet comes in, smiles when she sees the goat
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By the Same Author

CIVILWARLAND IN BAD DECLINE


Praise for Pastoralia

‘For sheer imaginative wildness, George Saunders’ outrageously funny, yet immensely compassionate Pastoralia, is in a class of its own’

Liz Jensen, Books of the Year, INDEPENDENT

‘Imagined in vivid detail, paced with compelling deliberateness, voiced with faultless skill and charged with figurative potential, this is a formidably assured exercise in black comedy … Saunders’ writing is a vein of satire, recalling Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut and Carl Hiaasen, yet distinctively his own’

LITERARY REVIEW

‘A cause of delight … with a sense of humour half-way between Beckett and Monty Python, Saunders is an anarchic satirist who draws us into a near-future both surreally strange and utterly recognisable … sharp and blackly comic as ever’

SUNDAY TELEGRAPH

‘Saunders, already nominated by the New Yorker as one of the twenty best American fiction writers under forty, prods un-forgivingly and with not a little entertained gleam in his eye. Misfits are his forte, the ugly or the inarticulate or the trailer trash whom nobody else will give the time of day … yet surprisingly the outlook is not bleak; Saunders might be dark, but his writing still permits his characters a humanity and a relentlessness in pursuit of their lowly goals which allows a glimmer of hope that all might not be a complete screw-up’

THE TIMES

‘George Saunders is one of the very best authors of fiction now writing’

TLS

‘My find of the year is George Saunders’ brilliant Pastoralia’

Rowan Pelling, Books of the Year, DAILY TELEGRAPH

‘Remarkable … packed with exquisite, oblique tales of American loners and outcasts, all written in Saunders’ surreal, damaged prose … deranged and moving in equal doses, it will haunt you long after you’ve put the book down’

UNCUT

‘Outstanding … Saunders possesses the kind of razor-edged satire that has rarely been seen since Joseph Heller and Kurt Vonnegut … Pastoralia is bitter stuff but it’s that very misanthropy that makes it a relentlessly funny book’

LONDON METRO

‘Saunders’ off-kilter world is yet again peopled by characters who would feel at home in a Hal Hartley movie or a Chris Morris sketch … expertly crafted, Pastoralia is that rare beast: social satire that lacks trite conclusions and is actually funny’

FACE

‘As in CivilWarLand in Bad Decline, Saunders is a sharply distinctive writer who finds room for humour in the gap between emotion and imagination’

DAILY TELEGRAPH

‘Fevered, techni-coloured and zippy. Saunders’ first collection CivilWarLand in Bad Decline was garlanded with praise by Thomas Pynchon and Tobias Wolff and Pastoralia more than lives up to the favourable billing. Saunders is a wildly imaginative comic writer’

SUNDAY HERALD

‘Like a literary take on American Beauty’

SELECT

‘Captures the inherent craziness of modern America whilst maintaining a guileless charm all of its own … a book to treasure’

BIG ISSUE

‘George Saunders rang my bell with Pastoralia, funny and angry stories raging against the bland cruelty of corporate America and speaking up for its blue-collar victims’

Alan Thomson, Books of the Year, HERALD

‘Saunders gets critical acclaim all over the place, and deservedly so … this book is so odd it defies definition but has to be recommended. Saunders’ literary landscapes are familiar yet warped, amusing but sad and often just downright weird … it’s like Monty Python mixed with John Waters with some Jerry Springer thrown in for good measure. Very kooky and cool’

QX INTERNATIONAL
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