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  His name was DogFellow and he walked awkwardly along the dirt track that cut across the island’s southern tip. It was early afternoon and powerfully warm, making him

  pant hard, with his tongue half out of his mouth. He sweated too, although not much – just enough to dampen the coarse grey hair that shadowed his back and ran in a deep V from the rise of

  his sternum down to his navel.




  When he looked through the trees he could make out the unending ocean, its surface brilliant and sparkling with a million flakes of light. Yet he was unmoved by the spectacle and passed on

  his way, along the skirt of the shore to where the ruins of the house were to be found. Already he might glimpse the crumbling walls, in all their mottled ugliness. He could see how the roof had

  caved in, and the way in which the surrounding palisade had been beaten flat. He stopped, as if to survey the catastrophe: but it was not this which had drawn him. He knew well enough how fast

  things decayed in the tropical swelter, how sudden storms would come raging out of the sea, with monstrous winds and overbearing waves. His attention was given only to the windows that once had

  white shutters for lids, but now were blind, the glass put out. At these he looked and waited, waited a long time, staring at the dark blind holes as if anticipating a movement or sign from

  within.




  He was almost lost in a trance. He muttered to himself, saying what might be a nonsensical chant or a half-formed prayer. Then, all at once, he paused. He heard something – someone

  – moving in the tangle of brush to his right. His hearing was wonderfully acute.




  ‘DogFellow?’




  Quivering with guilty surprise, with a heartsick fear, he spied Slope regarding him from behind a veil of leaves and was at once relieved: poor Slope, the least considered and the most

  trusting of all the beast people. There came the crackle of twigs as Slope climbed from his nest.




  ‘DogFellow, you come talk with me?’




  DogFellow did not know why he had walked this way. He nodded, blinking back the spectre of tears.




  ‘We go down to the water?’




  He watched as Slope shambled over. He was perplexed that anyone could abandon the huts and come to live in such a place. Slope’s coarse, ill-made hand paddled against his own.




  ‘We go now?’




  He noticed – as if it were for the first time – the terrible raised welts that ran down on either side of Slope’s jaw, so stark and pronounced that no hair could ever grow

  back there. He noticed, too, Slope’s tiny eyes of absolute and unvaried blackness and the sorry flaps of skin that had been teased into an approximation of man-ears.




  ‘We go?’




  Slope’s tongue was thick and clumsy, his words slurred and sometimes drowned in the mouth.




  ‘Go catch shrimp, DogFellow?’




  DogFellow set his own hand on to Slope’s lumpish shoulder.




  ‘Yes. We can go and catch. But not here. It is better to go on to the tumbled rocks. There is no good catching of shrimps by this place.’




  So together they turned about and walked to where the ground was easier, past an old banyan tree that was broken-backed with age and then out from the lee of the forest and on to the

  sand.




  The tumbled rocks DogFellow spoke of lay like a barrier across the beach, blocking out all views of the house, although he briefly strained about and tried to look: hoping, fearing. Slope,

  untroubled, waddled towards the sea, raising his long arms as if he were balancing on a beam.




  The Pacific hissed and sighed. They felt the sand cool and dampen. Suddenly the outer froth of the surf rode over their toes, tickling deliciously.




  ‘We catch shrimp?’ repeated Slope tirelessly.




  ‘We catch them now,’ replied DogFellow.




  They started to wade out into the shallows until DogFellow was up to his knees and Slope thigh deep. The water bore the slightest green-blue tincture, and darting through it was the prey they

  were after. Soon DogFellow, using his hands as a trap, had pulled out over a dozen, and he gave them to Slope, who held his tatty shirt hem out.




  When they had caught enough they walked back up the strand and sat down, enjoying the shade. Together they consumed their trawl, nipping off the heads and spitting them out. As he ate,

  DogFellow considered how the nails on his hands were getting overlong. A light breeze came off the sea. Slope yawned and stretched, giving a little shudder of pleasure. After a while DogFellow

  could not help but ask, ‘Last time and the time before, when we gather to say the things the Master told us, I did not see you there. Why was that? Were you sick?’




  Slope did not answer, yet something approximating a frown creased his broad and bulbous forehead.




  ‘We were all there. All except you,’ continued Dog Fellow, though this was very far from being true. ‘Just because the Master has gone away does not mean we must forget the

  Law – what you been doing anyhow?’




  But still Slope made no reply. The faint suggestion of perplexity had passed, like a shadow flitting across the sea. The shadow had passed and the sea abided, immeasurably calm, unfathomably

  void. DogFellow did not press further. He understood that there was no guile beneath the surface. The simple truth was that Slope had forgotten much.




  ‘Hey!’




  The cry, sudden and sharp, brought DogFellow to his senses. He had left Slope and walked back up from the beach, the fishy flavour of shrimps still on his lips. Now he studied the spaces

  between the trees, thinking he saw a vine tremble, and with hands on hips he said, ‘Who hides? Friend or foe?’




  ‘Friend!’




  The word seemed to issue from behind a hefty tree trunk, but as he tried to peer a morsel of stone whisked from out of the shadows and caught DogFellow below the right ear.




  ‘Foe!’




  With a grunt of annoyance he began to walk away, but had not managed four or five paces before there was the sound of running and Lemura was beside him, his pale face set in a grin.




  ‘Did you guess me?’




  ‘Yes,’ he replied, without breaking his stride.




  ‘Ah, you lie. DogFellow’s a sly one. It is sly to lie. Hey –’




  This time Lemura’s shapely fingers tapped DogFellow on the forearm.




  ‘What do you want?’




  ‘I know a secret.’




  Lemura’s mouth puckered into a conceited smile. His eyes glowed with amusement. The skin of his chin and cheeks was naturally smooth and unmarked by the knife.




  ‘Good,’ said DogFellow. ‘I hope it brings you happiness.’




  Pretending not to be drawn, he took to observing the way the light slanted through the tent of branches over their heads.




  ‘Be good, be good; be good in the wood,’ chanted Lemura. Then he said, ‘I tell you, DogFellow. Stop and sit by me.’




  ‘This had better not be one of your games.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘If you are trying to trick me I’ll bite you – understand?’




  He curled back his lip to bring home the point, baring his teeth.




  ‘Ahhh!’ exclaimed Lemura. ‘Fierce, fierce!’




  ‘Fierce and fast. So no tricks. We agree?’




  ‘No tricks. I tell you true. I give you secret.’




  Suddenly Lemura’s smile had gone and he was staring earnestly into DogFellow’s face. Together they went and squatted on a log.




  ‘So?’ said DogFellow.




  ‘A secret, a secret, who can keep it?’




  ‘I warn you –’




  Lemura nodded, saying, ‘Yes, yes. I tell you now. Last night, last night – do you know about last night? It was dark. Except the moon. It was big. Big in my eye, so I could not

  sleep. He looks down and watches me. I watch him back, on and on. I waited for him to blink.’




  ‘The moon does not blink.’




  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Lemura. ‘Now I know that. But then I hear a noise.’




  ‘What kind of noise?’




  ‘Like when the sea talks. But not the same. And another noise comes, and another, louder and louder. You understand?’




  DogFellow frowned.




  ‘Did you go and look?’




  ‘I was already sitting out, on the high cliff just there. At first, nothing. But then I can tell there are others –’




  ‘Other beast people?’




  Lemura nodded, as if wary.




  ‘Tell me. How many were there?’




  Here his grin returned, now founded upon embarrassment.




  ‘Two,’ he said.




  ‘Who were they?’




  Lemura did not answer for a moment. Then he said, ‘Fantine and Hector.’




  DogFellow’s expression changed.




  ‘Did they see you?’




  ‘No,’ said Lemura.




  ‘But you saw them?’




  ‘I watch them. I watch them so long I get an ache down all my side.’




  ‘What were they doing?’




  Lemura snorted and averted his face. Without looking about he said, ‘Badness.’




  ‘What do you mean? What badness? Tell me.’




  ‘The worst of the forbidden things.’




  ‘The worst . . .?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘The very worst?’




  ‘Yes. That which the Master told we must never do.’




  ‘You did not mistake this?’




  ‘No,’ said Lemura, shaking his head.




  ‘Who else have you told?’




  ‘Only you, DogFellow. You know about the forbidden things. The Master, he teach you better than best. Better than any other beast person.’




  DogFellow was not flattered to hear this. He was hardly listening. He considered the gravity of the accusation, the iniquity of the crime. Then, without knowing what to do, he swore Lemura to

  silence, and so they parted.




  Later, and DogFellow was sitting alone in his hut. Outside the late afternoon sun poured down its bounty. Through various cracks and fissures in the roof the light seeped

  in, falling across his outstretched legs. He watched the circular play of dust motes until a residual thirstiness left over from his salty dinner got him up on to his haunches to slop water from

  his battered jug into a tin cup. He noticed again how awkward his nails were becoming. Carefully, as he had been taught, he raised the cup to his lips and sipped, letting the water trickle into his

  mouth. He gulped and continued until the cup was empty. He wiped the droplets from his chin with the back of his hand and tried to settle himself. But then he heard the scuff of feet and a voice

  raised in salutation. Who could be coming, at this time? The voice called again and he realized with a sick lurch that it was Hector. As quick as he could he went to pull the sackcloth curtain down

  across his doorway. He was already too late. Hector stood outside, observing DogFellow with his familiar, friendly stare. There was not even the suspicion of shame.




  ‘How is it, old chap?’ he asked. ‘Are you napping?’




  DogFellow, hardly daring to respond, simply shrugged.




  ‘You want to eat a little?’




  ‘I am not hungry.’




  ‘I got plenty,’ continued Hector, as if he had not heard, and he held up a stem with a cluster of unripe bananas attached. DogFellow glanced from the fruit to the face, so like

  his own – the same suture creases, the same thin lips and queer nose; and he tried to imagine Hector in some lewd forbidden posture, panting and thrusting, with Fantine’s own mouth

  stretched as wide as her legs.




  ‘I am not hungry,’ he repeated, his voice flat.




  ‘Are you poorly?’




  ‘Yes, sick,’ said DogFellow. ‘My stomach hurts. Just here.’




  He pressed one finger to the middle of his belly, where the hair was especially thick and curly.




  ‘Oh ho,’ said Hector and peered, as if he might diagnose the pain just as the Master could. He said, ‘Go to where the springs are, and dig a little earth. Swallow it down

  quick. I help you –’




  ‘No,’ said DogFellow, drawing back, even as Hector would reach out and take his hand.




  ‘All right, DogFellow,’ said Hector, his good humour unshakeable. ‘But earth from the springs – it is good for the belly. Makes the hurt better in double-quick time.

  Don’t forget!’




  He grinned lopsidedly and with a funny roll of the shoulders he turned and went away. His gait mirrored DogFellow’s own, except he had no limp. DogFellow watched him, seeing how he took

  the path back to the forest, away from the huts, and then he tugged at the ragged hem of the door-flap, letting the piece of sacking fall.




  He was alone again, amidst the shadows and the shafts of afternoon light. Perhaps Lemura was mistaken. Perhaps there was no Hector, no Fantine, and no midnight deed, done beneath the moon or

  in darkness. And yet he allowed himself to imagine it performed, and he could not turn his face against the thought. He tried to evade it through lying down on his bed and shutting his eyes. He was

  always punctilious in how he went about this: stretching out like a stick of wood, with his ugly misshapen feet poking out from under the bottom end of the blanket. He slept like a man, on his

  back, and not curled up. He set his hands on top of the cover, palms down. He closed his eyes and waited.




  Time passed, and the thought was still there, a thought-picture, projecting like an image from a magic lantern on to the underside of his lids. He groaned and wished it away, remembering the

  words of the Law, remembering the words of the Master. Could He hear him now, as he called out?




  The image he saw jumped, blurred, became something else.




  Without realizing, DogFellow fell asleep.




  He awoke to perfect darkness, trembling as if the fever had hold of him.




  For several moments he was abjectly befuddled, remembering nothing about anything, and then in a rush the knowledge came back to him, racing across the flat-lands of his mind and foaming

  upwards until his head was filled almost to bursting. He struggled to sit up, wrestling against the folds of the blanket, feeling the ache swell in his knees and the manic sprinting of his heart.

  He attempted to chase off the dread panic he felt by concentrating only on what was good, seeing only good things, and so he rolled on to his side and contrived to find what was hidden in his

  mattress, but what comfort could it give him, when he did not even have light enough to discover his hand in front of his face? In the dark, in despair, he got up and went to pull back the

  door-flap. He looked to the sky to find the famous moon, that saw all and told no one, but it had disappeared. Only the stars remained, stippling the blue-blackness. The air was soft and caressing

  and scented with the rich odour of tropical flowers. There were no sounds save for the faintest murmur from sea and forest, yet these were drowned out by DogFellow’s laboured breathing. The

  bad pictures were there in front of him, the starkness undiminished, each image telling him it is not then: no, it is still now. He saw again the locked door, the man who waits, the

  face all covered in blood, the bloody face that speaks his name. He shuddered convulsively, half recoiling, and, gripping the wooden strut that did service for a door frame, tried to straighten his

  legs, ignoring the sharp pain that followed.




  ‘But they will be punished,’ he gasped, breathing his words out into the tropical night. ‘Yes, they will be punished’ – though he did not know how.




  There was no one near to hear him speak. The beast people had left their huts and slept out among the trees.




  







  One




  The Master. Moreau.




  First of all, at the penumbra of consciousness, so vague and indistinct as to seem more like a dream, more physical sensation than visual image, he sees or rather smells a track between tall

  grass. Ahead there are bare legs running, and he runs too, with a grace and speed he can scarce believe. There are cries and shouts and his own excited voice booming out. Then: then there is a long

  emptiness, with only the loosest sense of one day being on a boat at sea and wandering the deck, while from below comes the hot stink of caged animals. But whether this is true remembrance or a

  dream he has had since he can’t be sure. Only the shining blade and the words in the dark are indubitably real, for Moreau spoke even as he cut, saying ‘Good boy’ and

  ‘There’s a lovely lad’ and ‘Shush now’, this last always uttered as a benediction, and followed by a soft caress of the head as it lay in its iron bonnet. With one

  hand he sliced, with the other he smoothed, and always there came the voice, as deep and all-encompassing as the great Pacific itself.




  DogFellow remembers leather straps buckled across his limbs – the legs that had become arms; the paws that were transfigured into hands – and the agony of his hips

  and spine, wrenched into verticality and hammered straight with steel pins. Yet worse, beyond every other grievance, was the knife set against the skull, scratching beneath rough shaved flesh,

  tearing flaps and severing muscle with pitiless exactitude. The mouth, the tongue, the throat, the palate, the muzzle, the teeth, the jaw beneath: all is broken, split and rendered down, the better

  to be made again. Then, lastly, the brain.




  A third of the year went by. DogFellow knows this to be so for the Master told him, and who could doubt the word of the Master? For all that, the agony seems confined to a single, long night

  – two at most – and in the day between he recalls only scrubbed wooden boards and the giddying stench of chloroform, flavoured with his own blood. Then, at last, there is the morning

  that Moreau wakes him with a gentle touch and bids him rise up and walk; and with pride and love watches as, so slowly, and with so much care, DogFellow struggles to sit.




  Moreau wears his shirtsleeves rolled, the whiteness of the cloth matching the whiteness of his forearms, scrubbed as smooth as marble. These arms are as hard as marble too,

  with the muscle dense and swelling, and the grip of his hands like the power of the sea. DogFellow squats on a low bench, his scars livid, his backbone braced. There are two beast people by him,

  equally marked up with fresh sutures, though by their heavy faces and lumpish bodies they reveal their former status as pigs: pigs, raised to men by the Master’s craft. It is he who stands

  before them, admiring what he has done, and slowly says, ‘Can you hear me?’




  DogFellow nods with difficulty, for his neck is very sore. The pig-men look one to the other. The one nearest DogFellow emits a snuffle, which satisfies Moreau, because he says, ‘Good. You

  will listen, and through listening you will learn. Now, to begin: watch me and follow’




  They look as Moreau points to his mouth and with a deal of grimacing pronounces the first sound they must repeat: the letter ‘a’. He says it again and again, coaxing the beasts to

  utter it; and because they fear him and love him, each struggles to echo the noise, opening their still tender jaws and arching their stitched tongues in imitation. For a while DogFellow can only

  manage a wretched hawking, bringing the taste of blood into his mouth. The pig-men are caught up in a sequence of gruff nasal honks. Moreau finally strides across and with one hand – the hand

  that cuts – catches at DogFellow’s chin, drawing it down so that the pink and red of the mouth’s interior is revealed.




  ‘Now,’ he says, his beard bearing the odour of tobacco, his breath richly freighted with scents. ‘Do what I tell you.’




  So frightened he fears he will lose consciousness, DogFellow pulls upward against the pressure of Moreau’s fingers, humps the scarified hide of his tongue, tenses new muscle deep inside

  his chest, and manages a tortured, elongated but still recognizable cry of ‘a’. ‘Aaaaa,’ he goes. And again, ‘Aaaaa.’




  ‘Excellent,’ says Moreau, and brushes the backs of his fingers across DogFellow’s face. DogFellow’s pain turns immediately to tremulous pleasure. He wants to lick at that

  hand, and cannot contain a low whine. Instantly the fingers which stroke are straightened and with a scowl Moreau bats him across the bridge of the nose. ‘No,’ he says; and the tremor

  that had excited DogFellow’s nonexistent tail is instantly stilled.




  DogFellow sleeps on straw and sits at his bench. His scars grow pale and his mouth discovers new subtleties: how to break sealed lips and shape a ‘b’; how to reseal

  the split and mould an ‘m’. He discovers how some words are born when the tongue strikes the palate; and that others are conjured up in the back of the throat. He learns how to say

  ‘Master’. He learns how to fathom the Master’s moods. Shortly after, and he can tell the sea from the land, and the trees from the shore. What hitherto was only felt, in the

  inchoate realm of pure sense, is now exploded into a thousand shards, and every shard has its own shape, its own edges, and exists in the mind and in the mouth. Weeks pass and he begins to

  understand that the Master does not disappear into air when he leaves the room, but works elsewhere. Sometimes, beneath the odour of tobacco and the smell of strong soap, DogFellow can catch the

  reek of strange, unfamiliar beings. Sometimes at night he is roused to wakefulness by the screeching of some unknown thing. The pig-men learn alongside him, but while he hobbles ahead, they drag

  behind on club feet. In everything he is quick, and an earnest seeker-out of praise. When the pig-men are presented with the hand mirror they balk, startled to see another brought into the room.

  Yet when he is shown he wrinkles his eyes and pulls back his upper lip, in imitation of the Master. And when the Master asks what he sees he at once replies.




  He says, ‘DogFellow.’




  







  Two




  During the time before dawn there is movement among the huts where the beast people live. In the gloom only black shapes can be seen, which snort and grunt and shiver in the

  cool air. The loudest sound is the repetitive tramp of feet. DogFellow falls into line, following the shambling form which walks half a dozen yards in front of him. The forest is darker still,

  although the occasional shrill burst of birdsong breaks the stillness. The path alone seems possessed of a spectral glow. DogFellow runs behind a tree and pisses a stream, keeping both legs on the

  ground, as he has been taught. Even in the dark the Master can see everything.




  He quickly moves back on to the path, trotting ahead until the forest thins and the noise of the sea insinuates itself in his cocked ear. The sand is dry and compact underfoot. By first light,

  which now breaks across the Pacific’s inky flatness, he is able to see a string of bodies, already lined up. There are fifteen of them, which means – not counting DogFellow –

  another twelve have yet to come. Some appear tall, rangy even; others combine height with bulk, and stand like small megaliths, their square heads slumped forward across broad and often massive

  shoulders. DogFellow is middle-sized. Stepping briskly, he joins the rank.




  They must not speak, nor associate with one another, but out of the corner of his eye he studies the imposing profile of BearCreature, who is smacking his lips, as if he has already eaten

  breakfast. To his left Slope waddles forward and, sighing, stands to attention. In another few moments the full complement has assembled. A certain pinkishness – the colour of new scar tissue

  – begins to infect the eastern sky, though the windows in Moreau’s house remain as blank as slate. They all wait patiently. Perhaps the Master will have a new member for their society:

  it has been nearly five months since the ship last arrived, with its boxed and chained cargo, and there has been much hidden exertion, through the days and late into the night. Further down the

  line there is muttering. Lemura’s high voice can be heard, and Handy’s. Then, briefly, lamplight flashes behind a windowpane, and an intense silence returns, broken by the click and

  scrape of a latch being lifted. DogFellow feels his chest tighten. Beside him BearCreature stills his quivering chops, while Slope emits a faint squeak. Moreau opens his front door and walks the

  length of his porch before taking the three steps that lead down to the beach. It is all done with the greatest solemnity. His booted feet – which the simpler beast people regard as an

  indissoluble part of his body – thump on every wooden board, and there is the jangle of the keys, which he keeps hooked to his belt. He does not smile, or scowl, or show anything in between.

  He only stares at them; and even in the still shaded air his eyes gather all to him. The narrowness in DogFellow’s chest rises and captures his neck in a tight collar. A few moments pass and

  then –




  ‘Who am I?’ says Moreau, his words loud and hard.




  ‘The Master –’




  ‘The Master –’




  ‘The M-Master . . .’




  The replies pop off like ineffectual gunfire. DogFellow finds his tongue too sluggish as he stumbles over the phrase.




  ‘What? What was that?’ asks Moreau, his voice stern. ‘I did not hear you. When I speak you must answer. Have you learned nothing? Have you forgotten since yesterday? I

  can’t believe that. So: again. What am I?’




  DogFellow and the others cry out in unison.




  ‘And what must you do?’




  ‘We must obey.’




  ‘And what must you obey?’




  ‘We must obey the Master’s word.’




  ‘And what is this word?’




  ‘The word is the Law.’




  ‘And what is the Law?’




  ‘The Law is fivefold.’




  ‘And what is the first of its parts?’




  Thus begins the catechism, and the beast people call out – as they have been taught – that the Master is their maker, their father and mother, their protector and giver; that all

  beast people must live and work and do all they can to honour him; that all beast people are different but equal, and must live in peace and amity; that no beast person must drink save from a cup,

  or eat save from out of a bowl, and all foulness must be kept privy, and done according to the Master’s instruction.




  ‘And the fifth part of the Law? What does it tell us?’




  ‘No one must go with another. No one must press his flesh against the flesh of another, for this is the most evil of things.’




  ‘And what does the Master hate?’




  ‘He hates this thing, this pressing of the flesh.’




  ‘And why does he hate it?’




  ‘For it is evil, the most evil of things, the pressing of the flesh.’




  Moreau stands before the line with his hands clenched behind his back; and as the reply echoes out across the beach, to disappear on the waves, he nods.




  ‘Good. You did not forget, nor shall you. Obey the word of the Law. Obey, and you will please me.’




  







  Three




  They breakfast on mashed yam, collecting their plates to go and sit in the lee of the House of Food, for the sun is fast rising, and the shade keeps the flies off. They take it

  in turns to cook and serve, and the meals are always bland and often badly done, but no matter.




  ‘Have you finished?’ asks BlueBob, his goggling face inches from DogFellow’s raised spoon.




  ‘Does it look as if . . . ?’ says DogFellow, taking a mouthful.




  ‘You want that little bit there?’ BlueBob wonders. His breakfast is a memory. He is as hungry as he was before he ate it.




  ‘Mm-hmm,’ says DogFellow, scooping up more while still chewing.




  ‘Pff!’ says BlueBob in disgust, but he loiters near, his compulsion to scrounge irresistible. For him, the scene is an unfolding tragedy.




  ‘What you want food for anyhow?’ he says, unable to bear it. ‘You do not work, not properly.’




  ‘Yes I do,’ insists DogFellow, licking the corners of his mouth.




  ‘Not properly, not lifting stones and carrying them. That’s properly. Proper work! All the way – you walk a thousand steps sometimes. I counted. I know counting. A thousand

  steps all the way properly, like this –’




  BlueBob, who has been busy building the jetty, swings his large rough hands down to his groin and cups them there, so that the sinews are drawn out along his fuzzy arms.




  ‘– it is hard work. All the way from the forest to the sea, and watch where you drop it or your foot be crushed all to bits, like that pig chappie. He screamed: Weeee! No more

  work for him, true enough, but more for me. Hard hard work. And I say to you – what are you doing all this time?’




  ‘I work,’ says DogFellow, scraping his spoon across his plate and sucking on it.




  ‘You? Pfff!’




  BlueBob averts his face and begins to get up.




  ‘You counting bottles all day long, and making marks with a dirty twig. I know. I have seen it. I laughed and said to the next beast, “Hey, look in there,” and when he saw he

  laughed too.’




  ‘You shouldn’t have been spying. But to show I like those who carry the stones, here: I give you this.’




  He thrusts the circle of polished tin into BlueBob’s hand.




  ‘Don’t forget to take it in,’ says DogFellow, and getting up himself begins to walk away, back towards the Master’s house.




  The good humour of the previous moment evaporates as he draws near. The building squats, low and massive, its mix of basalt blocks and imported bricks producing a strangely

  mottled look, like a reptile’s skin. He does not approach the outer door, with its palm-wood veranda and commanding prospect of the assembly field – that is sanctified earth, and

  forbidden to him. Instead he walks to the rear, passing through the gates of the palisade and crossing the enclosed yard. Instinctively, as he goes by the gatepost, he pauses, sniffs at it and

  senses a tremor in his right leg, which he stifles.




  Unlike BlueBob, he has experienced no desire to count the number of steps he must take, but if ever he did, he would learn that twenty-three will carry him to the back door of the house. If,

  halfway across, he were to turn due right, another eighteen steps would deliver him to the door of the place he thinks of as the abode of misfortune – the hall of the sick – but which

  Moreau calls the infirmary: whitewashed and wooden-slatted and staring malevolently at him. Turn left instead of right and he’d soon be amidst the cages, mercifully empty for now. But at this

  hour – at this appointed time – he is to tread a straight path, neither dawdling nor deviating, and his heart beats hard, for now he will be alone before Moreau, and those eyes will be

  fixed solely on his bowed head.




  He can scarcely find the will to knock on the window. He can smell the Master’s presence moments before the door is opened. The gruff voice orders him inside. As always he must halt and

  display the soles of his crooked feet, to show that they are clean, or at worst a little dusty, and won’t besmirch the carpets that line the hall and the adjacent rooms. DogFellow knows he

  does not really belong in this part of the house, which is dignified by the name of East Wing. It is here that the dining room is, and the study too, and the private place to which the Master

  retires at ten every night. The chemical reek and the stink of cut flesh may still linger in the air, drawn down from elsewhere, yet polish and mothballs and the somnolence of the hour of

  breakfast, of lunch, of dinner (taken at eight, twelve and seven, without fail) are a potent counterweight.




  Now, before the morning’s lesson can begin, Moreau stands there, talking out of the side of his mouth, his hands busy at the pipe he has clenched between his teeth, explaining how the

  instruments he will use that afternoon are to be sterilized, and in what manner they must be put in and out of the carbolic solution. Gazing down, DogFellow can see a vivid splash of blood like an

  elongated teardrop staining the cloth of Moreau’s trousers a little above the turn-up on the right leg. He pushes it out of his mind, and listens with nerve-racked intensity to what he is

  being told. He says ‘Yes’ and again ‘Yes,’ and then ‘No’ and then ‘I will’, while, with a drawn out Mmmm of satisfaction, the Master finally

  manages to light his plug of tobacco.




  ‘But first,’ he says, shaking the lit match to smoky extinction, ‘first you can come with me. It’s important you practise your reading.’




  DogFellow nods, thrilled and terrified, and in a daze he follows the Master through to the little room beside the parlour, with its school desk and old map on the wall showing the world in pink

  and green. He sits in a chair (and how strange that is!) with the thin book laid out flat before him. His hands shake, out of the mix of love and dread. The lesson begins.




  ‘What about that?’ asks Moreau, moving around behind DogFellow’s back.




  ‘It is a ‘C, Master,’ says DogFellow.




  ‘And what is C for?’




  DogFellow has no need to seek for clues in the drawing of the burly quadruped with the bell about its neck.




  ‘Cow,’ he says.




  ‘Good, very good. And the words listed underneath? Read them out to me.’




  DogFellow does as he is told, forcing himself to be painstaking, deliberate, and to pause after each go for the Master’s approving grunt, or else a tut and a brusque correction. In this

  manner DogFellow has been taken in hand, and taught to manage the alphabet, and read a few words, the better to assist and fetch and carry.




  Yet it so happens that on this day the keen interrogation is anything but, and Moreau, clumping about, is heard turning pages and humming to himself, only occasionally pausing to remark on the

  competence of DogFellow’s efforts. In between ‘fox’ and ‘goose’ there comes a flurry of muttering, and when – quite absorbed – Moreau pauses to rest

  directly behind DogFellow’s left shoulder, a new scent is suddenly released into the room, seeping off the squares of creased, closely written paper held between thumb and forefinger.

  Instinctively, Dog-Fellow sniffs the air and immediately dreads a clout from the hand that chastises. No blow follows, however, for Moreau is sunk in what he’s examining and talking under his

  breath, saying odd things which cannot quite be made out. DogFellow – whose ears are acute, but whose nose is nonpareil – sniffs again, and then again. It is the smell of strangers he

  is smelling, the smell of a strange male hand, a proper man’s hand to be precise, exactly like Moreau’s own, and devoid of all suspicion of beast. And at that moment he is put to

  recalling how, the day before – or perhaps the day before that – a boat had put in, such as no one had ever seen or known before, only to quickly go away again – so quick, in

  fact, that most beast people doubted the evidence of their own senses. Was it this that had been brought – a few pieces of paper, carried across the wide Pacific?




  DogFellow suspects he has unwittingly learned something secret, something forbidden, and tries to wish it away and continue with his pronunciation of ‘I’, which he stumbles over.

  Moreau does not react, for he is enclosed within himself and quite oblivious. Then, as if waking up, he looks about and with a wave gets DogFellow to close his text.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





