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In America the word bitch no longer retains its biological connotation, and so I’m just a dog. Number Six, I think I was. There was a seventh, but Mama had only six nipples and so Number Seven didn’t make it. We were born on a farm in the Midwest—chicken farm, I want to say, but it could have been turkey or partridge or those damn emus that are being bred in Wisconsin and Iowa and the rest of the prairieland.

We lived in a barn (hold the jokes, please—I didn’t say I was born in a barn. My manners are world-class, I assure you). The barn had a loft and we learned to climb ladders very early. Mama knew how and she managed to teach four of us to do it so the coyotes couldn’t get at us. (Mama alone couldn’t protect all of us.)

I saw Three and Five get taken by the coyotes, but it was not traumatic in the same way it might be if your twin was taken in the dark of night by a man in a wolf-mask while you suckled at your mommy’s breast and watched. No, it was just life, and death is part of life.

We were not “working” dogs in any real sense, and the family that kept us didn’t expect too much of us, it seemed. Madam was a hefty woman of about thirty-five, and Master was a well-built man of roughly the same age. They had two children: Boy and Girl. Boy was about three when I was born, and Girl was about my age, although I overtook her soon enough, and not just because of the dog-year math.

It was my third month, I believe. Mama had stopped producing milk by the end of Month Two, and we were being fed a mixture of pork and beef scraps with some grain. It was all right, I suppose. But I missed Mama’s milk. What can I say? I wasn’t ready to let go, and so I didn’t.

Mama, of course, wouldn’t stand for it. Shortly after her milk started to run low, she’d have to vigorously protect her nipples from me and Number Two. We’d go at her together, Two and I: one from the left, another from the right. Mama would spin like a rabid bitch with OCD as she snarled and spat to keep us away from her. (Hey, we’re animals, remember.)

But we didn’t give up so easily. Two and I were the picks of the pack, I think now as I look back. We could climb a goddamn ladder in our second month! Yeah, we were the picks of the pack, the best of the bunch. Sometimes I feel bad about what happened, but I know it wasn’t my fault. Well, not entirely . . .

So let’s continue: Yes, it was Month Three, and Number Two and I had finally given up trying to squeeze a few drops of that baby-sweet milk from Mama. (It had gotten pretty bad towards the end of Month Two, and one particularly vicious night I had bitten down hard on one of Mama’s nipples after getting my face in there, and she had gone wild (like a dog!) and poor Two got the brunt of it. He was never the same after that. Losing an eye to your own mother isn’t fun.)

So there we were, Month Three, September. Mama and the six of us waiting for Master and Boy to bring us those scraps of dead pig and dead cow with maybe some old horse and young squirrel thrown in there—not so bad on paper (we are animals, remember), but I wasn’t a big fan. Boy was a toddler, like I said, and he stumbled into the barn twice a day with Master to watch and listen as the seven of us barked and howled with pleasure and gratitude. Yes, I was part of all that shouting and screaming too. It felt good, in some odd way, to yell, “Thank you! We love you! Thank you! Oh, this is wonderful! Life is good! We love you, Master! We love you, Boy! Oh, isn’t this wonderful!”

Master and Boy usually watched for a while as we attacked the pile of meat and grain. Mama would get her own food, given to her on newspaper some distance away from us. But the rest of us had to share. I think it was just too much work to split the remaining food into separate batches. Or perhaps Master wanted to see which of us would get fat and healthy and which ones would wither away and become food for the worms (we had plenty of worms!).

After dinner Mama and the rest of us would laze around until sunset, and then we’d wander outside the barn to do our business before settling in for the night. I, however, on that particular September night, was drawn to an irresistible odor that was making its way from the main house to the barn, drifting over on the autumn wind of the American Midwest.

It was not country bacon or fresh pork-chops or a t-bone on the grill out back. It was not leftover summer sausage or day-old trout-guts. No, it was milk. Mother’s milk.

Madam was sitting out on the porch of that old farmhouse, sitting there all alone with Girl, who was a couple months old at that point. We had no neighbors within sight, and were far from a road, and Madam had her blouse undone and her bosom was spilling out shamelessly as she sat there with a smile and watched Girl suckle away like a hungry little bitch (and I mean bitch in the nicest way possible).

Madam had made no effort to hide her nakedness, and both her breasts were out there, glistening in the moonlight as I watched. Girl’s little eyes were closed, and she was drinking in time with her breathing, and her soft slurping sounds were interlaced with Madam’s heavy wheezing, and I stood there in the dark, panting, drooling, wanting.

I crept up through the long grass of the yard and stopped for a while at the foot of the porch. I was silent and I made sure to stay upwind so they would not smell me (we didn’t bathe a lot). I watched for a while longer, and then without a sound I padded up the front steps. I moved quiet and quick, and perhaps Madam saw the moon reflected in my clear black eyes as I leapt for her exposed left nipple.
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She must have screamed, but for me there was no sound. All my instincts and senses had contracted into a single point of desire, want, need. My canines sank into the soft white flesh and I locked in tight with my incisors, my entire body being supported by my neck muscles as I desperately tried to drink.

Madam was on her feet and tearing at me, and I remember rolling my eyes upwards and locking gazes with her for a moment, and in that moment I saw a look that I know now as surprise and fear, pain and horror. It is a look I will never forget. It is a look I have tried to re-inspire again and again in my travels.

Because in that moment, that moment of eye contact with Madam, I felt a burst of hot liquid shoot down my gullet, and it must have been milk and blood, perhaps some sweat. Whatever it was . . . that taste, that aroma, that sense of being an uninhibited animal as I felt my own saliva mix with Madam’s bodily juices in my mouth . . . whatever it was, I knew it was real and vivid. It was heaven: my version of doggie-heaven, if you will. I knew that her fear and panic added an ingredient to my meal, and there is nothing like eating fresh and local, right?

And then she was turning furiously on her feet and I was still staring into her eyes as I tried to drink her dry, my legs scratching at her midriff as I scrambled to hang on. I could feel my claws come out, all sharp and erect as they dug into her belly and abdomen. Finally my front paws found their way through Madam’s ample lower chest and I was able to lodge my nails between her ribs and I held on and used my newfound leverage to pull at her teat.

But perhaps I did not know my own strength then, because part of Madam’s breast came away in my jaws and suddenly I was tumbling backwards down those porch stairs, the moon laughing at me as I regained my senses and licked my lips and swallowed the chunk of sweet-sweet meat that had been lodged in my throat.

I should have run, but I stood there in the silver-tinted darkness, staring up at the porch that was lit by a single bulb, its light soft and yellow. It looked beautiful in its spareness, I think now, as I look back: that solitary bulb swinging gently as if disturbed by Madam’s screams (it was too high up to actually have been touched).

Master was out on the porch now, and he was aghast as he stared at his wife’s chest, for you could see the asymmetry even through the fresh blood. Master looked at me as I stood there with my tail wagging and tongue hanging out as if daring him to leave her there to bleed and come chase me through the fields in the black of night.

“Come run with me, Master,” I said to him, my words coming out with a spray of blood and baby-milk.

And as I called out to him I saw fear and confusion in his eyes, and I felt something rise up in me and I wanted to go for his throat now, wanted to lock down on that Adam’s apple and pull it out and watch him crawl on the porch as I urinated on him to mark my spot, mark my kill, my first kill.

But although that night did bring me my first kill, it was not who I expected.

“Where is she?” Madam was howling.

“Right there,” Master was saying, and he pointed at me, and I saw the fear leave him and now there was nothing but rage. “Let me get my shotgun.”

I sneered and went down on my front paws like a little tiger and showed him my teeth as if to let him know that I was just three months old and so he was lucky I wasn’t at my full fighting weight yet. But go ahead and bring your gun, Master, and I’ll lead you out into the fields on a merry chase, and I will take you far from the house and far from the lights and perhaps you will follow me into the woods on the horizon where even the moon dares not venture. And in the dark I will be larger than you and stronger than you and deadlier than your gun.

“Woof, woof,” is all that came out, of course. “Woof, woof.”

“No!” Madam screamed. “Not the goddamn dog! My baby! Where is she?”

Fear returned to Master once more, but it was no longer fear for his life or his wife’s life. It was fear of a different kind, a desperate, helpless fear that reminded me that we are all just animals and for most of our lives the only goals are to eat, drink, hunt, and fuck, and then when a child arrives we want to make sure it lives long enough to do those things too.

“Oh, God,” Master said now. “Oh, my dear God. Oh, Madam. What have you done?”

“What have I done?” Madam said, and she was delirious and wild, blinded by pain and blood-loss, unable to understand what her husband was talking about.

And then Master emerged from the far corner of the porch, and now I could see a patch of blood on the white-painted hardwood railing that lined the porch, and I knew it could not have been Madam’s blood because it was a smudge and not a splash.

Then I saw blood on Master’s arms, and as I stayed still and focused, I realized that it was not him that was bleeding and it only looked that way because he held a bloody bundle in those arms. A bloody bundle of joy.

Girl’s skull had split open. Madam’s violent reflex must have flung the child clear across the long empty porch, and her head must have hit that sharp corner of solid wood.

Now Madam saw it too, and she went down to her knees, her bloody breast looking not unlike the meal that my brothers and sisters and mother had swallowed just an hour earlier.

“Oh, God, what have I done?” she screamed into the night, and that solitary bulb began to sway again, as if the spirit of little Girl was whispering goodbye to her parents and goodluck to the world, the world that now had me in it.
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He shot Mama in the stomach with that shotgun. She howled and rolled over, and then howled again and began to desperately bite and lick at the torn flesh. Master watched her for a few seconds, and then unloaded another shell into her face.

My siblings had scampered to far ends of the barn, and I tried to make eye contact with some of them from my vantage point of a broken wall panel which was nicely hidden from Master’s six-foot-high line of sight. He had locked the barn doors when he entered, and there was nowhere those pups could hide for long. I watched with a strange mixture of dread and exhilaration as Master calmly reloaded and fired, fired and reloaded, all the while shaking his head and muttering something incomprehensible.

Number Two was the last to go, and Master got him as he was climbing that ladder to get to the loft. I swear I saw one of Two’s paws disengage from the body and land up on that loft. Who knows how long it stayed there. Longer than I stayed, that’s for certain.
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Before the massacre I had stayed and watched them on the porch long enough to see Master and Madam cry and curse and cry again. Madam was saying things like, “I want to die. Just kill me. Oh, I want to die. Oh, what have I done?”

Master had his arms around her and he was crying too and he was saying things like, “It’s not your fault. It’s not.”

And she kept saying, “That dog. It was possessed or something. I swear I saw the devil in its eyes.”

Then Master looked up absentmindedly and he saw me still sitting there, watching them, and that fear returned and I wonder if he saw the devil in me too. But perhaps not, because instead of praying, he stood up and stared at me and without a word stormed back into the house.

This was my cue, and the earlier fire that would have inspired me to try my luck with his aim had left me, and I was gone before he re-emerged with that shotgun.

After shooting the others, he seemed satisfied. I don’t know if he assumed that he had gotten me too. I am an even, smooth dark brown shade now, but when I was young I had patches of black on my sides and back, as did some of my brothers and sisters. I didn’t see him count the bodies of my siblings, but he did walk over to each one and poke around in the remains of their faces. Perhaps he was looking for that nipple.

Regardless, that nipple was gone and so was I. I headed away from the lights of the house and the driveway, and soon I found myself on the outskirts of those woods on the horizon. Of course, I was still a three-month-old puppy, and for me the horizon was maybe a mile.

I stayed there with the dark trees all night. The woods of the American Midwest are not so dangerous for a puppy—no grizzlies or mountain lions. There were coyotes, but not that night, and although I did hear a few wolves make their sounds, they did not come close. (Now, wouldn’t it be a wonderful twist if I could tell you that I was raised by wolves! The devil indeed!)

When morning came I looked out from my spot in the bushes lining the edge of those woods, and I could see my old home in the distance. There was some activity there, it seemed. I could hear at least two cars or trucks—certainly an ambulance; perhaps the police. (Of course, at the time I did not know what ambulances and police cars were, but I am old now and I have travelled well and my experience adds color and detail to those memories of youth.) I heard voices, mainly men, and I expect that some of Master’s friends from town had shown up for whatever reason.

Soon I could see smoke rising up, and when the smell reached me, I knew that Master and the others were burning the bodies of my family. (Now, this was not traumatic in any special way. Humans take the death of a family member much more seriously than we do, and I have re-verified this again and again over the years.)

I watched the smoke and smelled the funk of burning flesh and hair for most of the morning. It satisfied me in some way, and I have always enjoyed a good meat-fire. Still do. Haha.

By the afternoon the September sun was blazing hot because the fall winds had pushed away any cloud cover. I was getting hungry, and I chased a squirrel and then a hare. Did not catch either. Woof woof.

Soon I stumbled upon a dead chipmunk being ravaged by crows. I roared mightily and chased away the birds. They were not as scared as I had hoped. Two of them simply hopped a few feet away, not even granting me the respect of taking to the air. The third crow barely moved, its beak still pulling at entrails as I drew near. Finally it cawed and stepped back as if grudgingly honoring the laws of the woods which stipulate that mammals with teeth get to eat first. Woof, woof, baby!

I dug in. The meat was cold and unsalted, and I hated it. Still, I ate most of what was there, and then scurried off. But it was disgusting, and I cringe now in my comfortable bed as I think back to that time when I was a country dog eating unsalted meat.

Unsalted meat. You know, most animals in the wild get their sodium from salt licks—simply rock salt patches that they lick. Domesticated animals get enough sodium from their store-bought food, but if you were to take a bite of some dogfood today, it would taste bland and unsalted, I assure you. I hate unsalted meat.

Perhaps I can blame Master (or Madam—I don’t know which one actually put together our meals), but it seems ungrateful to “blame” someone for taking the trouble to make your food a bit more palatable. Yes, the meat-and-grain mixture I ate for a couple of months with my family was heavily salted, and looking back now, perhaps my cravings for milk were related to the excess sodium in my diet back then.

So there we have it. There’s your explanation, all you scientists and behavioral psychologists. The root of my madness is too much salt! Woof woof!

This is funny to me now, and I am laughing carelessly as I watch the cars go by. My home—the home I have lived in for over a decade now, and a home I will never leave—is a small house on a certain Cedar Road in the outskirts of Portland, Oregon. Yes, the great Pacific Northwest, with its mountains and clouds, rivers and rain. It is beautiful here, I suppose, although I rarely call anything beautiful these days because I am old and my arthritis makes it impossible for me to roam the land seeking the only thing in which I saw true beauty. Yes, salted meat!

That is a bit of a joke, of course. Granted, human meat—especially that of city-dwellers—is very high in sodium and can be deliciously salty when eaten fresh. But although I may be a monster, I am not that kind of monster. I never killed to eat. Never.

The funny thing is, in my world, the world of the “animals,” you are only a monster if you kill and don’t eat your kill. But in your world (my world too, I suppose, because I certainly consider myself more human than dog, and any dog owner will understand that), yes, in your world you are more of a monster if you eat your kill. Isn’t that true of your serial killers? What about the other so-called “motiveless” murderers? Aren’t the ones who eat their victims the true monsters? You can kill twenty people with an AK47 and you’re just a murderer, but if you kill three and pickle their livers so you’ll have something to nibble on during winter in the Appalachians, you’re suddenly a monster!

And so it is with dogs in your world, I think. Once in a while you will hear of a dog “going mad” and attacking a human, perhaps even killing someone. And so you hear the story and you grimace and think rabies or whatever, and then you say, “God bless the one killed. God bless her family.” But then, when you hear that the dog has been put down, you say, “Poor thing. I understand it had to be put down, but it is an innocent animal and perhaps it attacked out of fear and confusion, or maybe it was simply mad.”

Yes, mad. Simply mad. Always mad and never bad. A nice way to seal it off. We are dumb, innocent animals, incapable of guile and deceit, premeditation and planning. But we evolved alongside you, didn’t we? Thousands of years together, right? We fought in battles together, played in lakes and rivers with each other, slept in the same beds, sat in the same easy chairs, watched the same TV shows, walked the same routes through the neighborhood. Your dogs sit at your feet and watch your every move and hear your every breath and listen to your every word, whether or not you know they’re awake and alert. Many of us understand more English or German or French or Hindi or Swahili than any of you understand our “doggie-languages.”

No, you say. It’s been “proven” that dogs can’t learn complex human languages, even though sometimes it seems that way because your pug will stop when you shout, “No!” or your lab will run to you when you smile and say, “Come!” and every dog in the goddamn world will piss itself in excitement when you cry, “Walk?”

But some of you know better, and it is those of you who have lived alone with a dog for some period of time. I’ve found that many people grow up with dogs in the house or the neighborhood and are very comfortable around us, love us even, but do not really understand us. These people may identify themselves as dog-persons and dog-lovers, and certainly they are in some sense. But it is a different set of experiences—both for dog and human—to be alone with each other, to have no one else on those walks in the park, no one else in the kitchen at mealtimes, no one else in the bedroom at night.

Because in those houses where a dog has many caregivers, there occurs a diffusion of love and loyalty (in both directions). A dog (depending on the breed—some of the more inbred of us are predisposed to attachment disorders that manifest in odd ways) will show loyalty to all members of a loving household, of course, while still becoming particularly attached to one person (possibly the one who says, “Food!” and “Walk!” the most). But there is a schizophrenia of sorts that can set in. Now, this is not something that any of you will ever notice, simply because it is not something that will ever be put to the test. After all, how many families are ever in a situation where a dog is required to truly choose from amongst you? How many experiments have been conducted where the dog is asked: “If they were all drowning and you could only save one, which would you choose?”

Right. Okay. So my point is that it’s a different world for both human and animal when it’s just the two of you, the two of us. And those of you who have lived in that world know that we’re more human than most people would like to believe.

And so it’s the ones who have had that one-on-one relationship with a dog who might understand me best, who might understand that, just like humans, most of us are good, but some of us are bad.

Yes, some of us are bad.


5

I stayed in those woods until nightfall, and then I began my journey west. I didn’t know it was west—I simply walked. I walked all night through crops of corn and plantations of potato. I was free and alive, and it was a wonderful feeling, to be at the beginning of something, of something that I couldn’t possibly understand back then, perhaps do not even understand now.

But at the same time, as I look back now, I recognize that freedom is not real, not for us dumb animals anyway. Although we are human enough in many ways, in most ways we are very much animal, and in us instinct is not overruled by logic and reason as often as it is in you. Now, many times a human would do well to act on instinct before “rationality” has a chance to step in and say only a fool would trust his gut and the thinking woman must do research and dwell on the matter at hand before taking action. But sometimes your instincts would lead you down paths very much at odds with the modern social contract, and certainly very much at odds with the law, and so your human faculties of logic are necessary and useful.

In us, however, those instincts are often too strong to overrule, and even though we all pick up (and are born with—evolution, remember) some capacity for rationalization and restraint, the animal in us is never pushed to the background like it is with humans.

So in some way, even as the sun rose in the Land of the Free and I bounded up to a gas station on the small country highway that I chanced upon that day, I was a slave to that part of me that needed to recapture the feeling of having living flesh in my mouth, that ecstasy of tasting fear in the blood that washed across my gums and bathed my tongue and throat. It was instinct, pure and simple. Morality had nothing to do with it. I was a fucking animal.

The gas station had just opened, and I could see the attendant through the glass window that was mostly covered with neon beer signs and cigarette logos. There were two pumps—both full-service—and I remember liking the smell of gasoline, perhaps because I had picked up a whiff of it right before seeing those funeral pyres of my mother and siblings the previous day. It excited me, the smell, but I held back from howling with pleasure and running at the rubber hoses and metal nozzles that were dripping with the stuff. I stayed in the hedge that surrounded the small parking lot and waited, waited for no real reason other than I didn’t know what I was doing.

It was not food or water that I was after—not really. I had eaten and drunk a little bit in the fields the previous night, and was no longer
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