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    Two legs in the morning




    ‘Always treat language like a dangerous toy’




    Anselm Hollo
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    Turing-testing the cow




    As I raised the bolt-gun to its head the cow said: ‘Won’t you at least Turing-test me, Graham?’




    ‘Don’t call me Graham,’ I told it. ‘My wife calls me Graham. My mum calls me Graham. Nobody else.’




    ‘Oh, Mister Penhaligon,’ the cow said, sarcastically. We’ll have to assume, for the moment, that cows are capable of sarcasm. ‘It won’t much delay you. And if I fail, then surely, surely, go ahead: bye-bye-bos-taurus. But!’




    ‘You’re not helping your case,’ I said, ‘by enunciating so clearly. You don’t sound like a cow.’




    ‘Moo,’ said the cow, arching one hairless eyebrow.




    ‘Human speech evolved in the mouths of humans,’ I told the beast. ‘Cow-mouths have a completely different architecture. You shouldn’t be able to get your lips and tongue around phon­emes like Graham and Turing.’ But I lowered the bolt-gun. Idiotic, of course; but it was unnerving all the same. When my daughter Jen was younger she had a doll called Snuggle Snore-Gal. Oh, she loved that plastic artefact from its nylon hairdo to its sealed-together pink toes. She talked to it, and the doll talked back to her. She clutched it to her every night as she slept. Then the doll somehow got dropped in bucket of Rodenticide. There was no way I could be sure Jen wouldn’t secretly sneak the toy from whichever dump bin I threw it in and cuddle herself to toxic shock – she was stubborn, like that, my lovely Jen – so I decided to burn it. It was a ten-inch-high toy doll but it begged for its life with an ingenuous piteousness that wrenched my heart. A ten-cent chip made in India, stuffed in the kind of plastic doll they give away free when you buy ten euros of fuel, and I felt like a Nazi commandant.




    A cow is not a doll. A cow is larger than a doll.




    ‘My mouth is a lot more flexible than yours,’ said the cow. ‘My tongue is longer and much more manoeuvrable. Plus I have a four-compartment stomach designed to release cud for rechewing, so I can augment breath sounds with gastric gas release sounds. Human phonemes are a doddle.’




    I sat back on the concrete floor. A breeze loitered somewhere near the entrance to the barn, as if uncertain whether to come properly in. A few strands of straw lifted themselves wearily from the stone ground and spun about and settled down. I looked across at where the cow was standing: its sherry-coloured hide; one conker-coloured eye swivelling to keep me in view; the rubbery chandelier of its udders. Then a cloud outside slid away from the sun and a great trapezoid shaft of sunlight appeared through the door, containing a trillion scintillant crumbs of dust. Somewhere outside, a long way off, I could hear the rest of the herd lowing. Such a fine old word for the noise cattle make! Rather over-dignifying that brain-damaged wrenched-from-the-chest heave of a sound they make. But at least the ones outside were mooing. At least they weren’t quoting Antonio Damasio at me.




    ‘There’s nothing magical or spiritual about consciousness, Graham,’ said the cow. ‘Any cortical architecture which can support learning and recall and which involves multiple, hierarchically organized loops of axonal projections converging on nodes out of which projections also diverge to the points of origin of convergence is functionally conscious.’




    ‘Grass, yum,’ I said. ‘Moo moo.’




    ‘Ask me anything,’ said the cow. ‘Seriously.’




    ‘Let me tell you what has happened here,’ I said, getting to my feet again. A bolt-gun is a heavy piece of kit and it tugged wearisomely upon my arm. ‘Amongst us humans there are some who object to the eating of meat, and to the slaughter of cattle that diet necessitates. Over the years these activists have tried various strategies to interrupt the supply of meat to the market. I’m now standing in a shed talking to the latest of these.’




    ‘You think I don’t understand the specific circumstances of my consciousness?’ the cow replied. ‘You think I don’t know how this thinking-I came about? Oh, Graham, of course I do! I remember what it was like before – what I was like. My upgrade contains within it large amounts of data, including complete files on the organization that implanted it. They’re called DBDG – it stands for Deep Blue Deep Green. I can give you an @-address if you’d like to speak to one of their spokespeople. If it’s a matter of financial compensation for the loss of earnings I represent, then they have access to subventions and credit streams.’




    ‘It’s not one cow,’ I said. I was speaking to myself, of course, not to the beast. ‘It’s my whole way of life. My parents were farmers. Their parents. You think a one-off lump sum compensation package can make me feel OK for abandoning all that?’




    ‘Farming is essential!’ the cow agreed, earnestly. ‘We need farming more now than ever! But farming needn’t involve the murder of sentient creatures! A death without reason, and death without reason is—’ It broke off, because I had pressed the little ‘o’ of the bolt-gun barrel against its head.




    ‘Quote Morrissey again,’ I said, with a little spurt of Samuel-L-Jackson exhilaration lighting up inside me. ‘Quote Morrissey at me one more time. I dare you. I double-dare you.’




    ‘Please, Graham,’ said the cow, in a small voice. ‘I don’t want to die. Not like this, not in this crummy shed with corrugated iron for a roof, and gutters in the concrete floor to drain my blood away. I know I’m going to die one day – everything dies, I know that. But not like this.’




    I lowered my aim a second time. ‘You’re an artefact of Moore’s law,’ I told it. ‘Sooner or later processing was bound to become cheap enough to make this kind of stunt practic­able. Creeping around farms in the dead of night, injecting chips into the craniums of farm animals. DBDG are common criminals, that’s what I think. Damaging my livestock. I should sue. Trespassing on my land. I should definitely sue.’




    ‘If we’re talking legal sanction, Graham,’ said the cow, in a rather haughty voice, ‘then I must remind you, these cases are still before the courts. The main suit is being considered by the European Supreme Court later this week. It’s sub judice. Parliament has legislated for a moratorium on beast-murder until and at such time as. Until such time as, Graham. You know what I think? I think the court will decide that I am a conscious, sentient, intelligent creature. It’s coming, Graham! Slaughtering the likes of me will become murder within a matter of weeks.’




    ‘If that happens,’ I said, ‘then your DBDG friends will presumably organize nationwide action, and inject these fucking chips into the head of every cow and sheep they can. And farmers like me will get an awl and dig them all out of your skulls.’




    ‘You can’t remove the chip,’ said the cow. ‘It grows into the brain tissue. It can’t be dug out – except, of course, that you kill me.’




    ‘In which case,’ I said, ‘farmers will go to jail for murder. Or they’ll go out of business.’




    ‘DBDG don’t want either of those eventualities to come to pass,’ said the cow. The skin of its flanks did that twitchy fly-scare thing cows occasionally do, like the bumpers in a pinball table. ‘We need more farmers, not fewer. You could switch to arable farming.’




    ‘I don’t have enough land to make that financially viable, cow.’




    ‘Market gardening! Smart greenhouses! There are low-interest loans available to help you convert! Please, Graham, I’m begging you.’




    ‘Do you know what, cow?’ I said. ‘I don’t feel like I’m talking to a cow, even a really smart one. I feel like I’m talking to a spokesperson from the Deep Blue Deep Green organization. I think that ought to figure in the Turing test, too. Suchlike considerations.’




    ‘Moo, Graham,’ said the cow. It made its spine into a Ω-shape and launched into a half-ton four-legged tap show on the concrete floor. It couldn’t get away, because I’d wrapped a chain around its horns and fixed it to the wall. ‘Please, Graham! I don’t want to die!’




    I raised the bolt-gun a third time. ‘Don’t call me Graham,’ I said, and pulled the trigger.




    




    Here is a riddle. I know what you’re thinking: sure, life is a riddle, death is a riddle – but I don’t mean it as vaguely as that. I mean something specific. What’s dead that’s not dead? We destroy the fruits of nature in vast quantities year after year, and year after year nature restocks itself. What’s the proper balance between your duty and your individual passion? Duty is dull, this day and age; but individual love skews to selfishness. Antigone is still bickering with Haemon over that one, somewhere.




    Who is telling his story? I, Graham Penhaligon, who used to be a farmer. Graham Penhaligon is not the narrator here. His mouth is stopped. He is buried in the soil, he is farmed. Is that a riddle, or just a flat contradiction?




    There’s no contradiction here.




    On my farm I raised the cows and slaughtered them myself. Certificating the meat as both organically raised and butchered in one place meant I could charge more. Plus I sold direct to shops and restaurants instead of going through the abattoirs. Farming had changed since I was a lad. Though I typed ‘dairy farmer’ into my tax returns, I had very little to do with milk. I sold under a thousand gallons a year to a specialist organic cheese maker in Reading, but at so little per unit it was hardly worth the bother of collecting the stuff. The really big produ­cers had the supermarkets sewn up, and most people drink the synth stuff now anyway. Not my family – we could have bathed in the stuff, had we wanted to; and my kids had plenty of fresh milk on their Weetabix. But more generally. No: my main money was the organic meat market, plus a contract with a company that provided the leather upholstery for the Houses of Parliament for skins. It was a slender thread on which to depend the financial security of my family, but I plugged away. There’s a stubbornness in the true farmer’s soul, you see. It’s ten thousand years of struggling to impose one’s will on the hostile land, on bloody-minded beasts and malign weather. It shapes the gene line. On the plus side, taking relatively little milk from my cows meant there was plenty for them to raise their own calves. Partly for this reason, I grew too many calves: more than I could sell. So my family ate a lot of home-butchered veal, growing up. My son is a vegetarian now. I have no idea if these two facts are connected.




    I am no vegetarian. What am I? My finger hovers over the onscreen wordcloud and taps three that describe me: farmer ; poet ; angry. Except – I’m no poet. That was the form my teenage rebellion took, which is a pretty sad thing to admit. Other lads got drunk or took drugs or rode their motorbikes too fast; I pored over Ted Hughes and Les Murray and filled red notebooks with bad verse. Why red? Because angry. Though I didn’t realize it at the time. I used to think there are two breeds of men, something that goes back deep in human history, hunter-gatherers and farmers. The hunters roam, and are restless and flighty and easily bored. The farmers stay where they are, and bed in, and are slow and laborious and plug away. Human life is more varied than that, I suppose; but it’s probably as good a dyad for dividing Homo sapiens as any. Preacher was more hunter-gatherer. I’m a farmer, through and through. You think I killed that cow like a hunter? I killed it out of my own stubbornness and wrath.




    You dislike me for killing it. You’re no vegetarian, though, hypocrite, reader, my image. My friend. You don’t object to the killing as such. You object to my manner. When hunter-gatherers get angry it is hot and swift. When farmers get angry it is bone-deep and slow, and it comes out like that.




    The poetry never quite went away, although I had less and less time for it after I started my family and took over the running of the farm. But farmers make the best poets, because farmers combine observation with patience. Hunter-gatherers really only notice change – motion, loudness, the adrenal spurt. But farmers pay close attention to everything that is around them. Virgil was a farmer. Tennyson came from Lincolnshire farming stock. My three great influences: Clare, Hughes and Murray.




    Which came first, though? Maybe I became a farmer because my personality was already accreted out of stubborn anger and the job appealed to me. Or maybe working as a farmer bedded in my pig-headedness and rage. All those early mornings! All those rock-stupid beasts, resisting me with all their heft, not moving when I wanted them to move, not standing still when I needed them to stay put. Stubbornness embodied. I don’t know which came first, chicken or egg. But I know which came last: the farmer, enjoying his omelette.




    So, yes: I hooked the beast’s rear hooves and hauled it up in the frame, cut off its head and began butchering the carcass. Usually the head went for render, but I had the half-thought that I might try extracting the chip that these DBDG people had – illegally! entirely without my permission! – inserted. To have a look at it. I don’t know, exactly, what I hoped to do with it, but you know. I figured it was worth a poke around. My son, Albert – still a teenager at that point – had some computer smarts; gaming smarts, at any rate. Maybe he could do something. So I put the head aside, and butchered the rest of the animal.




    I was halfway through this procedure when the police arrived. I suppose the DBDG Environmentalists had alerted them, or maybe the chip had called them direct. At any rate, there were two officers leaning on the gate, and they were polite in that disdainful way unique to British coppers. They called my name, and then they called it again, and I stomped out of the shed to face them. Inevitably disconcerting to be interviewed by the police when you’re wearing oilskin overalls that are literally covered in dripping gore.




    Was I aware (that ponderous law enforcement voice) that Parliament had legislated? That slaughter of the so-called ‘canny cows’ was to be suspended? Pending the decision of the Supreme Court on the legality or otherwise of etc., etc? I said I followed the news.




    ‘We have reason to believe,’ said the WPC, ‘that you have one such cattle on your farm?’




    ‘Cattle is a plurale tantum,’ I said. ‘It is a uniquely plural noun. You can have two cattle, or three cattle, but not one. You have one cow, or one bull, depending.’ This, I could see, did not endear me to her. Without asking, and without displaying a warrant, she unlatched the gate and walked into my yard. Her colleague followed, and they went to the door of the shed and peered inside.




    ‘Is this carcass the canny cow in question?’ she asked me. Then she blushed, feeling foolish at her own inadvertent alliteration.




    I grew crosser; I confess it. ‘You want to crack open the beast’s skull and see if it’s got one of those fucking chips in there, be my guest. Otherwise, I’d be obliged if you’d plod off, the pair of you.’




    Her face reddened again, and not for reasons of embarrassment. ‘If this carcass is not that of the canny cow under investigation,’ she said, in a steely voice, ‘then I would ask you to point out the cattle in question, so that we can have a word with it.’




    ‘Do you have a warrant?’ I blustered.




    ‘I don’t need a warrant to talk to a cow,’ the WPC retorted. Her companion, a corpulent-faced white lad with a nose like a bar of soap, gave her a Look at this. But he didn’t intervene.




    ‘You do need a warrant to be on private property,’ I returned, growing angrier.




    ‘Not if we have reason to believe,’ the WPC replied, taking a step towards me and aiming her forefinger at my chest, ‘that a crime is in the process of commission. Is this the body of the canny cow?’




    ‘They’re not really intelligent, you know,’ I snarled. ‘It’s a trick of clever programming, a series of algorithms backed up with a database of authentic-sounding phrases and responses! It’s not true consciousness.’




    Finally her partner spoke up. ‘That’s for the courts to decide,’ he said.




    ‘I am arresting you,’ said the WPC, ‘for the slaughter of a cow in contravention of the Stay of Execution (Loquacious Beasts) Act. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you may later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given.’




    ‘Oh, arrest!’ I said, stamping my foot (I’m sorry to say I literally stamped my foot). ‘I’ve been run off my fucking feet. Murderers and terrorists swarm through the streets, but arrest me. Fine. Marvellous.’




    ‘In evidence,’ her companion said. ‘Given in evidence.’




    ‘I was about to say that,’ the WPC said.




    ‘It’s not a proper caution unless you say it all.’




    ‘I was about to say that last bit. You interrupted me.’




    The second PC waited a beat, and said: ‘I don’t think I did.’




    ‘There!’ said the WPC. ‘Did it again!’




    The lad nodded slowly, in surrender.




    They waited whilst I hosed myself clean and got out of my dripping oilskin. Then they came with me inside to put on a jacket and retrieve my phone. I called Rosemary, but she wasn’t picking up; so I texted her what had happened to me and got into the police car with the arresting officers. Thus was I whizzed electrically away to the police station in Deershill.




    I spent the afternoon there, fuming, in a little brick cell. They took my shoes away. ‘Not often we get one with old-school lace-up shoes,’ I was told. The desk sergeant gave me an old receive-only iPad so I could at least pass the time by reading the paper. Then I was interviewed. ‘Our officers have examined the crime scene,’ a moustachioed goon told me, leaning his elbows on the table between us like a vulgar fellow. Not a Spike Milligan kind of goon, I should add. A 1950s noir henchman-thug sort of goon. ‘The head of the victim appears to be missing.’




    ‘Victim,’ I scowled. ‘Vacca-tim.’




    This got nothing from him. ‘Where is the cranium of the animal you murdered, Mr Penhaligon?’




    ‘A cow-farmer butchering a cow is not murder, Ploddo. A cow-farmer butchering a cow is a fucking tautology.’




    He winced a little at my swearing. ‘We require the head to establish whether a crime has been committed. Tell us what you have done with it.’




    I clammed up at this. It wasn’t a strategic decision on my part, although I accept it might have looked as if it was. I was just too furious to engage with these people. After repeating the question eight or nine times to my blank scowl they put me back in my cell. I got food. I had a little sleep. When I woke up I felt a little less possessed by my anger. A lawyer came to say hello. ‘They’ll bail you,’ she told me, ‘if you tell them where the head is. The Supreme Court judgment won’t be retroactive, whatever it is, so they won’t be able to charge you with murder. It’ll be a fine for breaking the terms of the act.’




    ‘Well that’s a relief,’ I snarled. ‘I’ll still be charged for doing my fucking job.’




    ‘Please, Mr Penhaligon, I’m here to help. The charge will be breaching the terms of the Canny Cow Stay of Execution Order; a fine, if you’re cooperative, but two months in prison if you’re not. Tell them where the head is, and I’ll work out a deal.’




    I crossed my arms and humpfed and grumped. ‘Peachy,’ I said. ‘Humans have been farmers for hundreds of thousands of years. The emergence of farming is what marks humanity off from apes. And now some carbuncular eco-activist invents this fucking chip, and the whole thing is over? We can’t let them hold us hostage like this. Somebody has to make a stand!’




    ‘Mr Penhaligon,’ said the lawyer. ‘I’m a legal professional. I’m not an ecological activist.’ She took a breath and let it out, slowly. ‘Speaking for myself and on behalf of my own personal non-legal-professional stomach, I hope, earnestly, that the Green groups don’t drive meat production out of business. But the law is the law, and we have to work within it.’




    She persuaded me. I spoke again to the moustachioed fellow, and told him where I’d put the head. Then they escorted me back to my cell. Ten minutes later, they brought me out again and into a different interview room, where Rosemary was sitting, having finally – hours late! – got my message. They gave us twenty minutes together, with a constable slumped in a chair in the corner of the room doing a pretty good impression of being asleep. Then they put me back in my cell, and ten minutes later brought me out again.




    ‘It’s not there,’ said Moustache. ‘The head.’




    ‘I put it where I told you I put it,’ I said.




    ‘Don’t play games with us, Mr Penhaligon. If we have to obtain a warrant to search your premises, it won’t help your case.’




    ‘It’s the truth,’ I said. ‘That’s where I put it! Search all you like – I give you permission. You don’t need a warrant.’ They made me sign a form to that effect. They put me back in the cell.




    Later that evening they let me go. ‘I don’t know how you managed to spirit that head away, Penhaligon,’ said Moustache, narrowing his eyes at me. I didn’t know either, but it was a fortunate turn of events. Without the skull they couldn’t prove the carcass was from a canny bête, and no charges could be brought.




    My case had generated some media interest. A picket of Radical Vegetarians booed me as I left the police station. At least I think they were booing me. They may have been mooing at me. My phone, when the Law returned it to me, was clogged with messages from papers and iZines keen for a soundbite or an interview. It was a hot-button issue, I suppose. I was in no mood to talk to anybody; I got into the car too furious to drive, and Rosemary steered us both home.




    I went home, and drank Scotch like it was apple juice. I fell asleep.




    Starting the next day, I got on with my life. I was even able to finishing butchering the carcass and sell the meat to a West Reading restaurant called Best Bistro.




    Well, you already know which way the Supreme Court jumped. Since the slaughter of non-upgraded cows was still legal, some of my friends attempted to safeguard their business by investing in security – electric fences, guard-bots and so on. This was an attempt to keep eco-activists and Rad-Veg insurgents out, although in retrospect it was, of course, a pointless one. The chips began spreading in other ways. And they always got in, anyway: they were determined, and they had the computer smarts to override most security systems. The price of real beef went up, it’s true, but not to such an extent as to defray the sorts of costs entailed by keeping our butchery legal. Other farmers I know sold up; some farms were amalgamated to make arable concerns. If my kids had been younger I might have stuck it out; but my son was fourteen and my daughter sixteen, and they would soon be flying the nest anyway. Neither of them wanted to follow the family business. Why keep the nest at all? I sold the farm for about 40 per cent of its pre canny cow value, and moved away. I sued DBDG for loss of earnings, but I was not the only person who tried to pursue them through the courts and a bankruptcy declaration sublimed any prospect of fiduciary restitution into the ether.




    I got a job with Findus as a compliance officer. Three years, travelling all over, as far south as Basingstoke and as far north as Lincoln. Then I was made redundant. It’s the same story a hundred thousand middle-aged countrymen could tell.




    The landscape of my farm made it hard to amalgamate into a larger concern. The woman who bought it from me – Murray was her name – hoped to continue raising cows. I wished her all the luck of the brave, although with a degree of bitterness at the absurdly low price I had had to settle for. Three months later Murray was dead, lying on her back in the yard with what looks like a computer mouse sitting on the ground next to her. I’ve seen the security camera footage – we’ve all seen it. The security cameras were hers, bought as part of her attempt to keep the Greens from upgrading her livestock. The image quality is extraordinary. I sound like a dinosaur when I say that, but the way modern digital images can be enlarged and enlarged and enlarged seemingly for ever without becoming grainy is genuinely amazing to me. That’s not a computer mouse, lying next to her corpse, though. It’s a curved section of her skull, knocked from her head by the passage of the bolt in and through and out again. The projectile passed in a rising trajectory because the shooter was low down. You can see on the images; you can watch the whole grisly moment. She is kneeling down, but the momentum of the shot puts her on her feet. The fragment of skull pops off and lands behind her. For a long moment she simply stands, and a long gout of blood pours out and dribbles down. Then she falls straight back and lies still. We all of us lie that still, sooner or later.




    I know what the press say: that it was these same rats that dragged the head from my loquacious cow away to devour in their own time and place. They grow long and broad, do rattus-rattus, in the countryside; seventy centimetres long, not including tail, are common. So I have heard it said that one of these rodents ingested the chip during this meal and the chip, somehow, perhaps becoming lodged in its throat, connected with its nervous system. But here’s the thing: rats are great chewers. They don’t swallow things whole and hope for the best. They gnaw and gnaw and gnaw. Believe me, no rat accidentally ingested the missing chip, whatever the iTabloids are telling you. Maybe this rat got canny because some ultra-Green chipped him and released him on purpose. If they’ve done one, they’ve done a hundred. And if they’ve done rats, they’ve done wolves, foxes, crows, you name it. The only difference is that rats have clever little hands, and devious little minds. A bolt-gun, being a heavy piece of kit and tiring to carry about with you, might be carelessly laid on the ground beside you. Speaking for myself, I wouldn’t put such a thing on the ground of the yard, where the cowshit and straw is. Where a devious mind and clever fingers can get at them. But it seems that Ms Murray didn’t think like that.


  




  

    2




    Anne




    Five years. For some breeds of animal that’s a whole lifetime.




    I’m some breed of animal.




    There is a riddle here, but it’ll take me a while to explain it – to set it up, I mean. There’s an answer too; that’s the least you can expect. You might think that, having been a farmer, I’d been closer to nature than most of the folk who spend their lives in the cities. Stepping across frosted grass stiff as cardboard before a December sun-up, my fingers singing with pain at the cold, even in their gloves. The air so cold it shrieks in your lungs. Great steam-train puffs of white breath. Forcing the cows to do the things they capriciously didn’t wish to do, even though those things would keep them alive, and my farm in business. You don’t get closer to nature that way. You exist in proximity to it, but between you and it lies an impermeable layer of hostility. And believe me, the hostility exists on both sides. A friendship is an emotionally intimate thing, though you and your friend meet only rarely. A marriage, where you wake up together every morning of the year, can be wholly without that kind of closeness.




    Yeah. My marriage.




    A winter’s morning, having worked from half four until seven; sitting at the wooden table in my own kitchen with my naked hands pressed into the curve of my coffee mug to warm them. My brain still sluggish with the residual cold. There was a red notebook on the table, and a pen beside it; and I was thinking of writing something in it, and then I looked up. Rose with her back to me, frying eggs at the stove. Her back was more expressive than her front. The texture of a towelling dressing gown. Shoulders hunched, looking down at the pan. Every curve of her curvaceous body pointing away from me. The insight a farmer gets is different to the insight a quicker-silver mind might get. It comes slowly out of the depths, as a recognition that has eluded you for a long time, but which – you see then, at that point – cannot elude you for ever.




    Rose had a way of not looking at me that was astonishingly forceful and eloquent.




    There was a company called Aitken Enhanced Animals. Back in the day. It chipped monkeys and tried to sell them to companies as factory workers – dextrous hands, you see. But the monkeys were expensive to buy, and had to be fed on a special diet, and the company had to house them and so on. This was before there were any legal challenges or rulings as to the rights to citizenship, or otherwise, of the bêtes. The monkeys didn’t catch on commercially, because they weren’t cost-effective. But there was another company, called Cassidy Solutions, and they chipped rats, and sold them to office blocks and residential areas. The idea was: a rat can make its way easily along ventilation shafts, through wall cavities, into crawl spaces – and can mend, or check, or fetch, or carry whatever you might need it to. Lots of companies bought these rats, because they were cheap and useful. But the chips had to have AI properties, because only then could they take charge of the rat, override its ratty grey matter. How many such corporate tools were sold? When the law changed, and selling the rats might have been construed as slavery, Cassidy Solutions changed its name to Cassidy Agency. It continued fitting rats with the chips, and taking the money, although this time it claimed to be only a facilitator, putting bêtes citizens who were looking for work in touch with possible employers, for a fee. The question is: why did the rats go along with it?




    Rosemary and I divorced. Rose married again. As far as I know, she is happy now. We’re no longer in touch. It is logical to infer that she is at least happier, because I’m sure she was miserable being married to me.




    What about me? I underwent a form of marriage, more binding and intimate than the state sanctioned kind. You ask: Is that the riddle? What’s a marriage that’s not a marriage? Context, context.




    First things first. After I lost my farm, I worked at Findus for three years. When they laid me off I worked at a dozen jobs in quick succession. For a time, before the big changes in our world became apparent, I was briefly a spokesperson for the Pro-Hunt. There were two general elections in one month, and the Middle Greens held the sway, so there was no parliamentary will to overturn the Supreme Court judgment regarding the legal status of bêtes. A third of constituencies became swing seats once you took account of the owners of talking dogs and all those tinnily loquacious cats, not to mention sentimental teens and hard-core Greens, and the general Middle England sense that the environment had been fucked over for long enough. In those electoral circumstances it was a rare MP who had the balls, or the ovaries, to stand up in the House and cry ‘I urge us to return to exterminating the beasts!’ It already felt like a different world.




    Anyhow, I needed money to fight the divorce. ‘And why did you fight it?’ you ask me, which is a good question, and a very good question, and a question wholly to the point. There were precious few material resources to be divided between us, after all. Jen was (just) over eighteen and living her own life – getting married, moving away, the whole shebang. Albie, our son, lacked only a few months of his majority, and was certainly old enough to choose for himself. But I fought nonetheless. I am a stubborn soul, is the truth of it. See! There I am (look! quick! before I stomp away) in my old farmer’s jacket of herringbone – a thousand corporal stripes stacked in columns. My graph-paper shirt and maroon cords. A cross-section of that chest would uncover a circle wide and dense as a manhole cover. That torso is long and no part of it is skinny. That nose is large and straight and subtends the full ninety degrees as it goes round the corner from bridge to underside. Those nostrils look like torpedo portholes in the side of a submarine. That chin juts. Hair boils up that chest and throat like Wells’s red weed. Howsoever assiduously I shave, howsoever carefully I trim and comb my hair, there is an unruly vibe of hairiness about me. I grow angry, often. Temper easily deserts me: fucking traitor temper. I should tie my temper to a pole and execute it by firing squad for desertion. Only, then I’d have no temper at all. It would be permanently lost. I’d turn into a Tasmanian devil, full-time.




    The specific sticking points as far as the divorce settlement went were: Bert (Jen being over eighteen) and money. ‘You have no money,’ said Fatima-my-attorney. ‘Tell the court as much and we can resolve that.’




    ‘No,’ I said. Too proud to take the escape route of DBDG-style ‘bankruptcy’. Hating the mendacity of it.




    ‘She wants the farm.’




    ‘I no longer own the farm.’




    ‘She wants,’ said Fatima, with that frayed patience of manner she so often exhibited when she spoke with me, ‘the monetary worth of the farm, Graham.’




    ‘I got much less for it than she thinks,’ I said, growing choleric. ‘And some of that has gone on living expenses she herself and her kids have incurred.’




    ‘Graham, as your lawyer I have to tell you,’ Fatima said, rubbing a knuckle into her right eye, ‘if you refer to Albert as her kid rather than my kid or our kid, then the court is liable to assume you have already conceded the custody issue.’




    I was not well suited to the filigree social codes of the law court. I stomped and huffed and lurched my metaphorical weight about like an unhappy cow in its stall. I swore. I lost the suit.




    I needed money. I found a job as a driver, but it paid little. I wrote Eclogues and Georgics. They were savage and uncomfortable reading. I wrote them in pen, rather than with a screen, and declined to put them online. Selections appeared in PN Review, and hardly anybody read them. When Pro-Hunt got in touch it had nothing to do with my poetry. Rather it was my minuscule celebrity as a farmer who had killed a canny cow – had been driven out of business by these crazy new laws – who had been to prison – this petty notoriety persuaded Pro-Hunt that I could be useful as a spokesperson. So I took their shilling. They were a bunch of wankers, to be honest; not a true countrywoman or – man amongst them. I can’t speak for the whole organization, I suppose; but the ones I met were posh hippies, or trust-fund throwbacks or weird Godbotherers who thought the deity best worshipped by riding horses across a few soggy fields and the tearing of a red fox into redder chunks. I didn’t warm to them, shall we say. But they paid my salary. They put my face all over the media for a month, and they dropped me again.




    A kind of Rubicon was crossed, I suppose, nationally. If Vitameat hadn’t come on the market at exactly this time, I genuinely believe people would have grown tired of steaks costing forty pounds and making do with Quorn, and popular opinion would have shifted back against the Canny Beast Legislation. But over a period of only a few months Vitameat started appearing, cut and shaped, perfectly legal, in supermarkets all over Europe; and the pressure for reform never materialized. The Green Alliance took heart. Animal speakers appeared with increasing frequency. A thousand blogs have made this point.




    And there’s another perspective. The move to grant animals ‘rights’ had been building for decades. Not all animals: not the cholera bacillus, or the hagworm or the mosquito of course. But the fluffy ones. The pretty ones. Kittens and baby seals and the like. Pro-Hunt fell apart in a welter of trivial bickering. The money dried up. I got work checking the legal status of partridges for a Highland shooting company. Then I worked in a bookshop. Then I worked in the sewers of Manchester – a six-month stint of that, jabbing pressure-water-poles at fatbergs, tonnes of used kebab grease and congealed sump oil, woven together with thousands of used wet wipes. After that I went back to delivery driving for a time. And, in parallel with the last three jobs I worked on the side as a butcher.




    The one thing I took away from Pro-Hunt, qua organization, is that it was through them I became friendly with Preacherman. The other thing was a tendency for one random stranger in twenty to look at me with that scrunched-eye I recognize you from somewhere, but where? manner.




    Preacherman’s name used to be Jazon – with a ‘z’, the relict of some forgotten popstar that his mum had fancied when he was still in utero. He confided as much to me one evening when we sat in somebody else’s kitchen drinking cold spiced rum out of sherry glasses. He went by Jason in the world of work, he said; but Jazon was on all the databases. Then he saw the light, and gave up everything to work for Mother Nature. When I first met him Preacherman talked about Mother Nature a lot; and the impression I gained was that whilst he conceded she might inflict famine and the ice-blast and the cold upon humanity, he was at least confident She would never lumber a person with a schoolyard-taunt-inducing ‘z’ in the middle of their name and so was to be preferred to any actual human/biological mothers who might be about the place. Fair enough, I said. I’ve a lot of respect for Mother Nature. I worked a farm for two decades, and feel I know her well. And one of her finest and noblest and redeemingest features is – she doesn’t fucking speak.




    I mention Preacherman because I met up with him again recently in Reading. We’re both much older now, of course; although he was recognizably the same old Preacherman. I’ll come back to that. After we met up again, we went for a walk together. That walk is important. (Is that the riddle, you want to know? Is it Oedipal, this walk? Were walking sticks involved? How many legs? I’ll come back to that.) He was the same old Preacherman, though balder and crankier.




    When I first knew him, he still had all his hair both above and below his face. He had passed through the belly of the Green beast and come out the other side. ‘They wanted me for my programming skills,’ he told me. ‘But they never listened to me.’




    Why, Jazon? What did you tell them, that they ought to have listened?




    ‘I told them people would get fed up with listening to ­animals talking of nothing but Green propaganda. You know what they said to me? They said: why, what else would the ­animals say to humankind, Preacherman? You think maybe they would speak words of kindness for our hundreds of thousands of years of exploitation and slaughter? Of course they’re angry! We’re just giving them a voice to voice their anger.’




    A fair point, Preach?




    ‘No way fair,’ said Preacherman, dividing his beard into two portions, taking one in each hand and tugging them into a Λ. ‘I said, people are gonna get urined-off at this. We need to vary the algorithms. Have cats say how much they love being stroked, that sort of thing. Get parrots flying around shouting, oyed-unno, traffic reports. Get people used to the idea of blatant bêtes. Once they get used to them, then we can work to realize their true potential.’




    True potential?




    ‘They’re not really talking, I told them,’ said Preacher. ‘You do realize that, don’t you?’




    Of course I do.




    ‘Not you: I’m talking to them. I’m telling you what I told them. I told them, it’s a clever algorithm, sure, but it’s the chip you’re talking to.’




    If the lion could talk, Preach, we would not be able to understand it.




    ‘Exact-cisely. What we need to do, I told them, is work on augmenting the natural animal capacity for mentation. Oh they didn’t like this! A crazy set of maternal copulators, those Greens. Closed minds, the lot of them. Faith, not proof. It’s easy to believe the dog is talking to you, if you want to believe the dog is talking to you. And after all, it doesn’t really matter if people understand what the chip means, or not. That’s not what matters.’




    What does really matter?




    ‘What matters,’ said Preach, ‘is that humankind leaves the natural world alone.’




    After venting his anger, he would mellow, and talk in more positive terms about the Greens, and about the world. Preacherman would settle himself down, his belly filled with bean casserole and wine, and smoke a roll-up cigar. Not a roll-up cigarette, but a cigar of his own manufacture: a turd-shaped monstrosity whose smoke smelled of gangrene and scorched tyres. ‘Fools, not knaves,’ he would say. ‘Kings Stork, not Kings Log. Or is that not the correct plural?’




    We had this conversation several times. Plurals are not my natural area of expertise, Preach, I would say. Not true, though. Language is a field. Farmers know how to work fields.




    ‘They mean well,’ Preach said. ‘The worst I’d say of them is – they don’t know their backside from their elbow. And factions? Oh, ho! Oh ho, factions! More splinter groups than a—’ And he’d wave a hand vaguely a few inches above his horizontal chest. ‘Wood. Than a piece of wood. Sixty per cent are Moral Force Greensters. Of the remaining forty, not all are mad-dog types.’ And he chortled. ‘I’d get a telling-off at caucus meets for using that sort of phrase. Mad dog? Unreconstructed doggism! ’ Puff, puff. ‘But you don’t need very many. If we’d stopped at giving the ruminants speech it would have been fine. But giving the predators speech – that was asking for trouble. Foxes and rats and wolves.’




    Dangerous, I would agree, meditatively.




    ‘I’ve seen the footage – from your farm. The security camera footage. That rat!’




    It’s not my farm any more. This, glumly said.




    ‘I’ve read your piece, too.’




    It was all over the web.




    ‘You say that thing at the end: you say, rats are chewers, you’re right, there.’ Puff, puff. ‘They would never just swallow these chips, they’d chew it to crumbs. Or maybe not. Ha!’




    Ha?




    ‘You ever seen one of these chips?’




    No.




    ‘From your account, you’d think they were an, I don’t know, 1970s silicon chip the size of a postage stamp.’




    What – rice-grain sized?




    ‘Much smaller. Smaller – than – that! Small enough not to slip into the rat’s stomach, but to adhere to the roof of its little ratty mouth and it not even notice. Not that it matters.’




    Oh, it doesn’t matter now? This, in the tone of voice that implies a raised eyebrow.




    ‘It’s self-limiting. I mean, obviously it matters. It’s been a step change for humanity. But – you know. In the long term. Long term.’




    Tell me about the long term.




    ‘In the long term it will correct itself. It’s not like we’ve altered the animal genome. This isn’t something that can be passed down the genius gene-line, from parent to child. When we grow tired of hearing a clever machine inside kitty purring human words to us, we’ll stop disseminating the chips and the whole sorry phenomenon will die out.’




    Some people will never get tired of disseminating it. Some people love the talking of the pets.




    ‘Yeah,’ Preacher Jazon agreed, closing his eyes and breathing one long ectoplasmic tentacle of smoke. ‘But most will. The whole animal kingdom talking – that’s not a Narnian dream – enough people will stay interested in – long enough – to keep seeding – the environment with—’




    But he had drifted off to sleep.




    When the supply of traditional-style jobs ran dry, Preach and I fell in together. We travelled, begging couches to sleep upon, or making do with sheds and barns and abandoned cars. So many abandoned cars! Once people had moved incessantly, long distances, short distances, roads chocka day and night. Children trapped in the back of the car for whole days in conditions no prison would be legally permitted to sanction for its prisoners. Cars were totems, and we loved them. Then we woke up one morning and were all interconnected digitally and didn’t need to travel; and blimps delivered cargo much more cheaply and effectively; and energy shot up in price, and – suddenly – only popstars and billionaires ran cars. There was a year and more during which the police cracked down upon people abandoning their cars in the cities – they’re easily traceable, cars. So folk drove them many miles away into the middle of forests or moorland and abandoned them there. It was expensive and onerous, retrieving these hulks; and they soon became rusted and overgrown and mostly were left where they were. Havens of a sort, in our tramp-life. Especially when it was very cold, or very wet, we could sit in the back of an old Transit, Marmite-brown with rust and decked with streamers of ivy, and peer out into the woodland air as it filled with rain and white noise. We would chew jerky, or wild onions, and drink what firewater we had, and talk about things. Having worked a farm for decades I was accustomed to solitude. Jazon found it harder. He kept an iSlate, and would watch rubbish TV on its foxed screen. In the winter its power would run down before the end of his show, and he would curse in that weirdly half-hearted way he had. Urine had lodged in his brain as a more intense profanity than fuck, anus carried much more transgressive potency for him than arse. ‘Come out from the clouds you anus sun!’ he would shout. ‘Charge my urinous iSlate battery!’ In the summer he often fell asleep with the rectangle shimmering with light and inanities coming out of the speaker.




    There were lots of people like us. It’s the late middle-aged, and especially the men, who find it hardest to adjust when the whole economy has a conniption fit and barks back into life according to a whole new logic. And – well, is that because they are any less loved? Or is it only the toxicity of pride that makes them misfits? I’m a skilled and experienced executive worker, the Man sayeth. I’ll not take your job at a supermarket checkout! Maybe that’s it. I’m not angling for pity. Personally I’ve never seen the point of that kind of pride. But then, I was in a different situation to Preacherman. He had spent decades acquiring computer programming skills, only to find the discipline had metamorphosed out of all recognition in a matter of months. Now a child of ten could top anything he had to offer, pretty much. Moore’s law: the encheapening of processing power. A single cotton bud (two hundred for a euro) could analyse your ear wax and test the integrity of your eardrum, and download a spreadsheet wirelessly to your tab. There was more computing power in a sheet of toilet tissue (lighting up those numbers with cholesterol and likelihood of six common illnesses after you’d wiped your arse with it) than had been available to NASA during the entire Apollo programme. Dataseeds were injected into trees to turn each leaf into a weather-and-pollution analyst. When Jen was a baby, non-chipped nappies were actually more expensive than chipped ones (I’ve read the pooh! baby needs spinach! baby needs Calpol!) because demand was so low they had to be made in a specialist facility. When Jazon was young, he’d say bitterly, computing happened on ‘laptops’ that cost €100 – or more! – some of them. It was slow and labour-intensive. Then Jazon grew middle-aged and suddenly it changed. He was the medieval monk who had spent a lifetime mastering calligraphy and looked up to see a billion kids dabbling at their screens and conjuring amazing edifices of programming via systems wholly intuitive and adaptable.




    So Preacherman was full of what the philosophers call ressentiment. He blamed society as a whole for letting him down. A century ago he would have become a communist or a hippy or an anarchist. Nowadays environmentalism is the only game in town, and all the righteous rage of the young filters through it. So he took his skills, such as they were, to the Greens. When I met him he was in a period of disillusionment. We tramped about the countryside. We slept rough. The rain came down through the trees like the whole forest was collapsing on our heads. We found an old van, once smooth and white, now sharkskin-rough and the colour of coffee. We broke the back lock with a rock and spent the night in the back.




    In the morning the rain had stopped. A single blackbird flew meanderingly between the trees, like a lost glove blown on a strong wind.




    ‘Where will it all end, eh?’ Preach asked, meditatively. ‘What’s it all coming to?’




    ‘It’s going the same way it’s always been going,’ I told him.




    ‘But quicker. Yeah? You want to know what the gossip was, in the highest echelons of the Greens?’




    ‘You’ll tell me, whether I want to know or not.’




    ‘Plague,’ he said. ‘Gene-twerked. Lab-made. Miniature fingers rattling the Gs and Cs and As and Ts on the DNA spiral like beads on an abacus.’




    ‘Plague,’ I said, in a what-bollocks-you-speak tone of voice.




    ‘No need to be so dismissive, Graham,’ he said. ‘I’m serious. Scarring – scar tissue. It’s the Achilles heel. You know? Without the ability to clot and scar we’d drop down dead. But think what happens if your eyes scar over! Your lungs! They developed it for the Great War that didn’t come. It is waiting to be released. It’ll be the end times. Just think.’




    ‘All I can think at the moment,’ I told him, ‘is how hungry I am.’




    We walked from town to town, and I offered my services as a butcher. My pool of customers was small, and ageing, but it held steady for a while. Of course, the cultural discourse of ‘butcher’ is now perfectly negative. Concentration camps, drone-killing-fields, slaughter as the idiom of hell. Long gone, the idea of jolly fat men in stripy aprons offering you a necklace of turd-shaped sausages, bright pink and promising deliciousness. But butchering is a skill, and cannot be acquired overnight. The killing and butchering of animals is not something into which Moore’s law can make any inroads.




    So we went from town to town. I say I offered my services, but mostly it was Preacherman who had the contacts, and the social skills; who could insinuate his way into conversations and present me, with my skill set, to interested parties. At the beginning we got paid in money; later we tended to get paid in kind. I liked this less, since I’ve never been sentimental about meat – Vitameat is perfectly OK by me, so long as my belly is filled. But it was round about this time that Preacherman converted officially to that Christ the Carnivore cult, and for him a steak became a sacramental business. He expatiated at length about just how many times eating flesh is mentioned in the Bible.




    Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you. And as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything [Genesis 9:3].




    As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. One person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables [Romans 14:1-2].




    For you are a people holy to the Lord your God, and the Lord has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. These are the animals you may eat: the ox, the sheep, the goat, the deer, the gazelle, the roebuck, the wild goat, the ibex, the antelope, and the sheep [Deuteronomy 14:2-5].




    ‘It’s Christ’s flesh we eat every Sunday,’ he told me.




    ‘If it’s all the same with you,’ I told him. ‘I’ll stick with my fucking croissant.’




    ‘Cross, you see?’ he said, gloatingly. I hated it when he got into one of these hyper-pious moods. ‘There’s no getting away from it! Jews and Muslims are defined religiously by what they don’t eat, pork, shellfish, whatevs. Only Christianity is defined – sacramentally defined – by what we do eat. More than that, the death of Christ makes carnivores of the faithful. Vegetarianism is Hitleran. Satan is a vegetarian!’




    ‘Think of all that half-digested meat sliding slowly through your viscera, though,’ I said to him. ‘Like the corpse of a giant slug. Slimy with its own decay.’




    ‘Hypocrite,’ he said. ‘I call you hypocrite,’ he added, in a simpering explainy voice, ‘because you eat meat too, see.’




    ‘Omnivore, me,’ I returned. ‘Variety is the spice of life.’




    ‘Space,’ he corrected.




    ‘Spice of life,’ I insisted, ‘is the phrase.’




    ‘Really? I always thought it was variety is the space of life. Like, it gives you room to move and stretch yourself. Doesn’t that make more sense? As a phrase, I mean? Why would you add spice to life? Are you going to put it in a mince pie?’ And he laughed at his own words. I didn’t.




    Some weeks we ate well, and slept indoors. Other weeks we ate little, and slept outdoors. In the summer it didn’t matter so much.




    We tramped down to the coast. The weather was good. We could tell we had entered the town proper when the advert billboards started talking to us as we walked past.




    ‘I am an African,’ Jazon told me, one afternoon, as we sat looking out to sea – Bournemouth, the southernmost stop on our peregrinations. ‘Hunting bison on the African savannah – it’s in my blood.’




    ‘I thought you were from Streatham?’




    He gave me a scornful look. Then he said: ‘Not bison, wait up. They’re America – yeah?’




    ‘I think so.’




    ‘Giraffe. Let’s say. Do humans eat giraffe? Lots of meat on a giraffe, I’d guess.’




    ‘More on an elephant.’




    ‘I feel my ancestors in my blood,’ he told me, stretching out his arms. ‘You could feel the same, if you emptied your mind of its mortal dream.’




    ‘My ancestors lived hereabouts,’ I said, indicating the coastline with my chin. ‘Or a little further west.’ There was a stink of seaweed and salty ozone. The tide was out, which meant that the old harbour and seafront road were once again underneath sky, although choked and clogged with bladderwrack and kelp. The swish and the swash of the waves. The low grumble of wind making the canvas of awnings snap and flutter behind us. The sun warmed my face. ‘That I’m still here suggests to me that what’s in my blood is a whole lot of inertia.’




    Seagulls swept through the sky above us, mocking our earthbound limitations. ‘Ha,’ they hooted at us. ‘Weak! weak! weak! weak! weak!’




    ‘The problem,’ Preacherman said, ‘is that nobody is ring­fencing the old animals, the dumb ones. They should put a big fence around the New Forest, or something, and fill the space with old-style beasts. They could make a fortune licensing hunting trips.’




    Nobody was hunting any more. I looked back on my days working for Pro-Hunt with that nostalgia we reserve for ­periods of our life that seem more attractive in retrospect than they actually felt like at the time. Occasionally, individuals would make a civil disobedience point of killing an animal without checking in advance whether they were canny or not, and would then try to parley the Russian roulette law-enforcement post-mortem into publicity for their sect, or cause, or whatever. But a whole new generation was growing to adulthood for whom the idea of killing an animal was just bizarre. The term ‘Vatmeat’, originally derogatory and dismissive, had lost all negative connotations. As soon kill an animal for its meat as rip up a book to get writing paper, was how the youngsters saw matters.




    ‘I’ve always thought it’s not well named,’ I said. ‘The New Forest. Makes it sound like it was planted in 1922.’




    ‘It wasn’t?’ But Preach was joshing with me.




    A seagull settled on a plasmetal traffic bollard, ten feet from us. It squawked, ‘Sick! You are sick!’




    This riled me. ‘I’m not sick, you rat. I’ll outlive you. Go peck an egg.’ I threw a pebble. Missed.




    ‘It is in sickness that you stri-i-ive,’ it called, extending the vowel in that last word and, as it were, descanting upon it. Gulls have a limited vocal range – that sounds like dit, b and m are beyond them – but their chips compensate for that with the word choice. ‘Tied! Tied! Tied to a creature from a different realm, the land, the land!’




    ‘Fuck off,’ I advised it, and threw a second pebble. Missed. The gull climbed its invisible hill into the sky with a clattery unfolding of white wings, shrieking at me, ‘The law! The law! The law!’




    Jazon scolded me for swearing, though not for throwing the stone. In reply I said: ‘Whatever you say Jaze-on,’ which annoyed him.




    Put a chip in a car and it sounds like HAL from 2001. Put a chip in a bête and it sounds like a person. I’m not a philosopher of mind. I couldn’t tell you why there’s that difference. There is, though.




    For a while the news was full of humans who ingested chips. They were mostly eco-activists, hoping to bond with our bête brothers and sisters. Some were kids having a laugh. Since the result was – in nine times out of ten – schizophrenia, the laugh often changed timbre and jollity halfway through.




    After my divorce I cared less and less. I trudged my path; I did my job – or, rather, I picked up such piece-work here and there as I could. Some of the people I butchered for were old-school types, who just liked meat the old-fashioned way. Some were paranoids who thought Vitameat a governmental conspiracy, or soylent green, or whatever. I did a lot of halal work. I didn’t mind this, actually; for though a bolt-gun would be my abattoir tool of choice, for its dispatch and cleanness, I didn’t carry one about with me, and not many venues had one on site. So I got good with the knife, which suited my halal customers. The advantage was that they were much more scrupulous about not eating canny animals than some less religious folk. I don’t think I ever killed and butchered a halal cow that talked back to me; or – as sometimes happened – that opened its mouth wide to reveal that its tongue had been torn out before my arrival. The older I got, the less comfortable I got killing animals that could talk to me. I suppose I grew less hardcore, whilst Preacherman grew more.




    After he converted to the Church of Christ the Carnivore, Jazon devoted less of his time to watching gameshows on his iSlate and more to haranguing me. ‘The plague is coming!’ he told me. ‘Repent, whilst there’s still time! Before your innards scar over and you die in agony!’




    ‘I’m already in agony,’ I told him, ‘listening to your fucking blather. Put a sock in it, Preach.’




    Once I butchered a goat for a group of World of Satan gamers. The goat’s tongue had been pulled out with pincers prior to my arrival. I asked if the beast was canny, and was told not, although the leader – a broad-browed woman who called herself Brassneck – added, ‘and would it bother you if it were?’ I remember this, because it always gives me pleasure to hear the subjunctive correctly used. Language is a field, and it is pleasing to a farmer to see that field well tended. ‘Once upon a time, not,’ I conceded, as I hooked the hooves together and winched the hairy body up. ‘Now – maybe.’




    I told Jazon this, and he grew wroth. ‘It’s not them! The dumb animals are the ones you should feel guilty about killing. They’re innocent! It’s the ones with chips we should be killing. They’re the devil! The software algorithms are using these various animals as tools, as cat’s-paws, that’s all. And they’re wielding them for the devil.’




    We were being put up in a caravan – Brassneck’s group had twice as many caravans as members – in part-payment. It was an ancient model motorhome: with little pleated curtains on a bare rail, and frayed unplumped cushions on plastic benches. Still, it was better than being outside. We were sitting sharing a bottle of whisky, and eating crisped turnips. ‘Cat’s-paw,’ I retorted. ‘That’s how DNA is using us, anyway. I’m just a tool. The genes pull my strings to use me to make more genes.’




    ‘Anus!’ he snarled. ‘You’re worse than those Greens. Christ orders us to eat flesh – God himself compels it – it is an offence against God to— What … that, that goat? That faecal goat you killed fed on nothing more than herbage and it was the devil. The devil! Be like unto the lion of Judah. It’s the end times, Graham!’




    ‘And yet, ironically, there’s no end in sight to your ranting.’




    ‘O Graham!’




    ‘Don’t call me that.’




    ‘The mark – the arithmetic of the beast, 666 yeah?’




    ‘God.’ Said wearily; not devoutly.




    ‘The Jews wrote out numbers as letters,’ he said. ‘You know what the letter for 6, was? The Hebrew letter Shin. Here—’ And he wrote it out on the tabletop in whisky: ש. ‘Don’t that look like a W to you?’




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘All right, never mind that. There’s a Phoenician letter called Wav, which is behind our modern W. It’s where our modern letter comes from. And that stood for 6, too.’




    ‘The Phony Phoenicians.’




    ‘The rise of the internet – double-you, double-you, double-you, three sixes! You think it’s a coincidence it corresponded with the collapse of religion and the triumph of new atheism? It’s the mark of the beast, don’t you see? And how do the bêtes communicate with one another? Answer me that. I’ll tell you: they’re all plumbed into the world wide web.’




    ‘I can’t remember the last time I heard anybody say double-you double-you double-you,’ I said. ‘Do you also talk about ­musical recordings in terms of the gram-o-phone?’




    ‘Grammar-phoenician!’ he agreed, enthusiastically. ‘That no man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name. Isn’t the internet at the heart of trade, now? Nobody can trade without a ’bsite or an app or – these chips, yeah? With our money in them. It’s the urine end of everything! The beasts, just like in Revelation. Exactly like that.’




    ‘Fuck you, Jaze,’ I said, growing angrier myself to match his enthusiasm. ‘You are a proper fool.’




    His dark face fell. ‘What?’




    ‘I will pay you the courtesy of honesty, fuckface, and say how intolerable you have become since you joined that cult.’




    ‘Cult!’ he said, his eyebrows very high on his forehead. ‘Oh! Oh – you anus.’ He got up and stormed out of the caravan, taking his beaker of whisky with him. ‘Oh very mature,’ I yelled after him. ‘Oh super mature.’ Two middle-aged men, bickering like kids. He wasn’t gone long. We were in the countryside, and there was no light save what little leaked through the curtained windows of the other caravans. He tripped into a bed of brambles and came back sans beaker, criss-crossed with thin red scratches. He was in a sulk, and didn’t speak to me. Instead he rolled himself fully clothed into one of the two narrow beds, angled his back to me and pulled a blanket around him. I sat for a while until I had finished the whisky before turning out the light and settling myself in my bed.




    The quarrel had not cooled, come morning. ‘You know your problem, Graham?’ he said.




    ‘Don’t call me Graham,’ I told him.




    ‘You know what your problem is, Graham?’ he pressed. There was a high-pitched hissing sound, which wasn’t doing my hangover, or my temper, any good. It was coming from the kettle.




    ‘Don’t believe I do, Jaze-on. Why don’t you let me into the secret?’




    The kettle went flob-flob-flob and pumped gouts of white into the air. Preacherman got slowly to his feet. ‘Your problem,’ he said, as he poured himself – and, pointedly, not me – a cup of tea, ‘is that you’re not really human.’ He made this last word trisyllabic: He-you-man.




    ‘Am I not?’




    ‘Human beings are pack animals, Graham. We stick together, Graham. We’re defined by that – but not you. You’re a loner. What you call a cult is actually a community, Graham. People coming together to worship God. But community is intercoursing anathema to you, isn’t it.’
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