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Prologue

The Wilderness Within

There’s nothing like having a punch-up with your dog on a crowded city street:

The intersection is vast.

The oncoming judgment, electric.

In a way it’s almost a relief, as I gather my thoughts and fortitude. I’ve had moments with dogs before (moments you might not believe), and I can smell when there’s one in the making.

To quickly describe the neighborhood, it’s shockingly, awfully affluent, but there’s plenty of rubbish on the ground. It’s Sydney’s eastern suburbs, and there are something like nine lanes of cars. It’s one of the bigger, more bustling traffic points, of Ocean Street, Syd Einfeld Drive, Oxford, a veering left onto Wallis, and the Woollahra Gates of Centennial Park. There are turning lanes, street crossings, pedestrians. There are cyclists and all manner of people, and people with all manner of dogs. And almost, always, Cavoodles.


The dog I will fight is Frosty.

Frosty is not a Cavoodle.

He’s a big, white, boisterous, wiry-furred pound dog – probably a version of wolfhound cross – with a black nose, pink skin and snout, a smattering of spots on his ears, and a rancorously happy smile. He has two big brown patches on his backside, like a baboon, or the exact same shape that The Artist Formerly Known as Prince used to cut – for some permanently bewildering reason – into the rump of some of his outfits. (When people see those patches, they either laugh or suggest what the dog might have sat in, which we like to take in our stride.)

There was conjecture about Frosty’s name when we bailed him out of the group home.

A few points on that last sentence:

First, my wife wanted to rename him Ziggy. Full name Ziggy Frost. Our kids were keeping it simple. The name on the Sydney Dogs and Cats Home website was Frosty, and they were more than willing to fight for it.

Second, I’ve never been able to say rescue center, or call any of my dogs a rescue. I remember a David Sedaris story where he mocks the self-righteous dog owner type, who loves bragging that his or her dog is exactly that – a rescue. I discovered the story long after we’d taken in our wild, ferocious, temperaments-only-a-mother-could-love pound dogs (Frosty is the third – the other two have since departed this world), but he hit the nail on the head. We’re not special for taking in these 100 percent nonpedigrees – we’re idiots. Okay, we’re idiots and we’re right. Some poor half-breed Staffy or Kelpie is just sitting there panting in his prison cell, waiting for either the final injection (as my mum always calls it) or a bleeding-hearted dilettante to come along and say, ‘That’s the one, Agnes! That’s the one,’ totally ignorant of the chaos to come. Or worse, completely attuned to it, but unable in the end to resist.


So at our place we call it like it is.

Our dogs have come from the pound.

But recently I’ve taken it further.

The pound has become the group home.

‘Shit,’ I’ll shout, ‘bloody Frosty! If he does that one more time, I’m sending him back to the group home!’

Mika, my wife: ‘What’s he done this time?’

‘Oh, just the usual, I can’t even put my shoes on. He keeps headbutting me!’

‘And jumping on you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And clawing you?’

‘Yeah!’

‘Oh my God, what a pain in the arse!’

‘Yeah!’

But it’s amazing how all this is spoken. There are smiles on faces, laughter on stairs. He’s just desperate for a walk, after all. It was clear he never got out much before. In the first few months we had him, it was like walking a rolling thunderstorm. Or ADHD on legs. But more of that to come.

For now, I should quickly expand on what I was saying earlier, to clean it all up properly, from the start – like when you go to a public event, and they tell you about the housekeeping. Turn your phone to silent, and so on.

Here, the housekeeping is different. You should know, or be warned, what’s coming. It’s mostly the terminology – or the rudeness, gruffness, and maybe just downright hostility. I mean, I’m supposed to be a nice guy. I’m friendly, I’m a good person. I’m known to be easygoing, and generous of spirit. But when you start to write about your life, as opposed to writing fiction (which I normally do for a living), you can take a few different directions. You can either project what people think of you, and be polite and winning, and right. Or you can show people who you really are. Impatient, annoyed, foul-mouthed, sometimes cruel. In constant battle to be your better self, but never quite getting close . . . especially while being trodden on by a big white dog in the hallway.


Case in point?

The group home.

Is it insensitive to call the dog rescue center, or pound, a group home? Is it callous toward, or unfeeling of, people who’ve been in that situation, or might be in it even as we speak? Is there a chance I don’t care at all? I’ll leave that for you to judge.

What I will say is that I haven’t necessarily been the model citizen people think I am, or should be, especially in terms of my dogs. I’ve done some pretty unconscionable things.

There have been murders, for example, and cover-ups. (I promise, I can explain.) There have been street fights, park fights, an array of more casual beatdowns, and vandalism, mostly at home. There’s also been a lot of swearing, cursing and blasphemy. There’s been name-calling, shaming, shit-talking, erupting, grudge-making (and holding) – the lot. The police were called once because one of our neighbors thought a dead body was being hauled singlehandedly through our backyard by Mika, at two o’clock in the morning. We’ve had dogs getting their stomachs pumped, I’ve been knocked out cold in the grass. I’ve tackled a tall goddamn supermodel of a dog, somewhere in the dark of night, calling him every name you can think of. I’ve lied, I’ve cheated. I’ve lashed out, I’ve barked.


But also, and this might be my one saving grace.

For whatever reason –

I’ve loved.

We are entering my life as a dog.

Which brings us back to Frosty, or the Frost, or just plain Frost.

(We’re constant shorteners, lengtheners and nicknamers at our place, and Frosty is no exception. He already has a good parade of alternative names, ranging from Buddy, Bud, Shithead, Baby, Tufty, Chubby Cheeks, Boxhead, Mush Mouth, Whitey, Snowy, Frostel, Frozballs, Frozman, Frozzle, Frozzy – and right from the very start, the standard Eastern European handles that come easily to families with names like Zusak. Things like Frostusczko, Frostusch, Frostolusch, Frosthund, and so on . . .)

Either way, whatever the combination of names, on any given day, Frosty’s the last piece of the puzzle – the trigger to get things written.

To put that into some kind of perspective, people have been telling me I should write about my dogs for the better part of a decade. As someone who normally blends into the background when out in public, or isn’t noticed at all, I’ve been recognized, many times, because of those hounds. Those lumps of fur and panting. They’ve been such a big part of my life.

The problem, however, has been this – when it came to writing about them, there was always something missing. There are so many books inside us, it seems, but they mostly remain unready. They’re dormant, untold mountains. Volcanoes without a top. There are plenty of fires within the place, just not the one to set it all off. In the case of my life with these animals, it’s only now I’ve found the way. What I needed was the third dog in. A conduit back to the past.


For this book, I thank the Frost.

His predecessors were Reuben and Archer:

Gangsters, gunmen. Soldiers.

They lived and frightened together.

Essentially a two-dog mafia.

Their intimidation became quite legendary, but there were maps to hearts of gold. Reuben was a godless philistine, but capable of giant love. Archer was really quite elegant – he could be the perfect gentleman. Given the appropriate circumstance.

First Reuben died – a fallen, hardened warrior, after a Johnny Cash–sized life. Then Archer went soon after, like a tide just swept him up somehow and carried him all the way out.

A dying dog is precious.

Forget diamonds, pearls and any other worldly treasures. Give me fur and stink and pleading eyes, and the sad warm dog in your arms. You can’t know how much you loved them, I think, till you call for the executioner, or you get the results from the blood tests, and just stand in the shower and cry.

For a while after each of them left us, I attempted to write their lives. I couldn’t get further than a page or two. Usually, I know if I can write a book by the end of the very first sentence. But it can take an age to find it.

For the most part, it was perfectly normal.

I realized it wasn’t quite time.


Book ideas almost never work to begin with. I often describe the project I’m working on as a world that exists beside me. I know it’s going well when I feel like I can roll out of bed in the morning and land there, inside the book. But it’s a little bit like respect – hardest thing to get, easiest thing to lose.

That said, these dog stories were meant to be simple. They were raw and recent, and near. Their truth was both stranger and badder than fiction. So what was it that kept me from writing them?

There were so many starting-off points, to launch a thousand stories – of wild and lawless mornings, and dog day afternoons. They’d been in then out of my life, between 2009 and 2021, but for some reason I couldn’t find traction. Maybe there was just too much of them. Too much mass destruction. Too many awkward tragedies. And, of course, too much sheer, unadulterated comedy. After all, what do you get a dog for if not for the chaos itself – to ask anarchy straight to your door? We all seem to covet control of our lives, but we unravel it with reckless abandon. We have children, we take in animals. We agree to more work than we should. We coach an unruly football team.

For me it’s been many, or actually, all of those things, but the clincher was Reuben and Archer:

A life with a wild pair of dogs.

Looking back, I can only smile, though, for they were dogs who somehow made me, or at the very least, remodeled. They were a mirror, I suspect, to my own hidden turmoils – my wilderness within. In a way they charted time, and often, I’ll even say to people, especially dog owners who don’t have children: ‘When you think about it, it’s not a bad way to live – to remember your life by your dogs.’ (I can usually measure what year something happened, purely by the dog in the picture.)


To be honest, time was often at the forefront when it came to Reuben and Archer; I was forever looking to outlast.

Further to earlier descriptions (and maybe police mug shot photos), Reuben was a big bad brindle thing, like a wolf at your door with a hacksaw – a dark prince in exile, or purgatory. Then Archie was a pretty boy assassin – a handsome blond with honey-gold eyes, and legs with a lineage to royalty, or at the very least, Grace Kelly. Which was always the hazardous irony, for it was him we really looked out for. We were sure he was Reuben’s hitman.

It’s one of those things you hate to admit, maybe like a problem with alcohol: I’m an owner of dangerous dogs.

At some point I adopted a mantra.

All I have to do, I’d think, is get these two dogs through. Just get them through their lives without them seriously hurting someone – they were a clear-cut hazard to humans at times – and truth be told, I did. Well, at least when it came to the community. No injuries required hospitalization. (Of course, an ambulance was called once for me, and years later I needed surgery.) But there were definite scrapes and stitches, and certain incidents led to notoriety. One of your dogs biting a piano teacher, for instance, is nothing if not exciting. It gives people plenty to talk about, as you fall to new depths of shame. Oh, God, the awful infamy!

But enough.

My final points.



Initially, it was losing Reuben.

Not long after he died, and it was typical of that dog – a death of brutal beauty – Mika appeared one night and spoke to me. ‘I really think you should write about him.’

I tried, but I couldn’t feel anything.

Then with Archer I was just too broken.

What it took was a period of waiting, then the arrival of a new impostor, as they all are in the beginning – not quite yet themselves, and never to be quite them: shaping up to the dogs of our memory. What came in was a blast from the cold.

We always said that when all our animals died (we had two cats as well), we’d have a gap year before even considering. There were delusions of grandeur like this one: ‘We’ll finally be able to travel! We can live in New York for three months, then Barcelona, then anywhere else we want . . .’

But when all the animals were gone, it was 2021. The COVID ward of the world. There was nowhere to go in the country, let alone beyond, and there were dogs in want of a home. When Archer died, on April 20 of that year, the plan was to wait six months, at least. We needed the pain and sadness. To be alone, to be without. But we also welcomed the break.

Six months.

We lasted three.

Our children were more than ready by then. (Kids who know animals are canny. Ours aren’t ones to pester; they mentioned it once, then waited.) Privately, I’d already made the mistake of seeing dogs peering out of computer screens, but none of them felt quite right, till I saw this dope called Frosty. I couldn’t know what a gift he would give me – the perfect start I needed, in a very public setting:

A man at war with his dog.

Imagine what it looks and sounds like now.

The sunset sun of Sydney.

It’s somewhere near end of August, half-past five in the evening, the light swelling the way it does here – engorged till finally dying – then bronze behind the buildings. We’re still in the grip of pandemic mode, which means more people on the street than ever, and a multitude walking their dogs. (Say what you want about Sydneysiders, but the best way to get us out exercising is to tell us we can’t go outside.) There’s traffic despite the lockdown, all cars and their drivers and music. There are people in jackets, dogs on leashes, and my pulse grown warmer inside me. It beats from my neck to my feet.

We’re coming back out of the park, where the Frost has just had the time of his life – the absolute greatest time – but this is where it all gets heavy, because now he’s back on the leash, which gathers immediate meaning:

FROST ON LEASH = MANIC

It was something we knew, almost from minute one.

There would be violence out on the streets.

You see, somewhere inside him, Frosty knows. He has to make it to every last dog he lays eyes on, and he has to get to them now.

Does he want to hurt them?

No. He doesn’t.

What he wants to do is hurt us.

To get to those dogs and play with them, talk to them, run with them, he’ll butcher our legs and knees. He’ll hoist himself in any direction he can, before mauling again at our quadriceps. There are teeth on flesh and cartilage. He wants us out of the way.

Sure, we’d done our best with him. When you’ve spent a decent portion of your life managing a pair of threatening dogs, you’re lulled into a sense of security. You think you can handle anything. And then you bring in a new one.


We’d tried securing him with treats. It didn’t work. I’d kept him on the tightest rein. Again, predominant failure. The firm, taciturn teacher’s voice? It meant nothing to Group Home Frosty. He knew how to win what he wanted.

For close to two months at that point, we’d been afraid to encounter any other dog on the street. He would gain momentum in centimeters and attack us from the side. Poor Mika had a crossbreed of bruises around her knees – black, then blue, and yellow.

Till eventually, I decided to decide.

I would do what had to be done, and what you might well choose to hate me for. I would open that secret within, to the blood and the heat of the wilderness – to answer all he was asking. Was I the boss, or was he?

The next time he tried to go through me?

I was going to go through him.

It’s interesting when you’re standing there, waiting for the lights to change. You count the opposing humans, you account for their arsenal of dogs – and by that I mean their innocuous dogs, inciting war by merely existing. There’s the little digital figure, red but soon to be green. Then me and the frost-colored wild thing.

The transition is made, the chattering computerized sound begins – a call to the oncoming animals.

One step, and immediately he’s launched at me, and what can I say but this? Hell hath no fury like a man whose dog’s been attacking him, who’s decided to fight him back. Worst of all, we’re completely surrounded by this horde of normal people. Normal people with uncrazy dogs.


Me, I’m trading blows with Frosty, and to be honest, he’s in some shock. Bang. Open hand. Then another one, at his first attempt at a comeback – my palm against his snout. Was that an uppercut or a hook? It doesn’t matter, because now he’s pinned to the ground, while people are passing by, and my voice, curled tight, against him. ‘You will never – EVER – do that to me again! EVER! Do you hear?!’

Wide-eyed, he’s staring up at me.

He’s sideways, slapped to the concrete.

Breathing heavily.

Both of us.

Is that the slightest suggestion of a nod?

The people walking by, they watch and I just don’t care. I almost want them to say something, but I’m also thinking, Nothing to see here, just keep going. And no one says a word. This is Sydney after all. Judgment hurled in silence.

Of course, when Frosty’s allowed back up, we still have one more crisis – and I use that word discriminately, for this is more than just a problem.

Our chance to cross is over.

We have to wait here again, and wait here again we will, till we get this to work how it should. How hard can it possibly be to cross these lanes of traffic? In the moment it’s disgrace and adrenaline, but now, looking back, I see it. I see what fills that space between, to the distant shore of making it.

It’s the time gone by with dogs, I think, and everything that comes along with it. Even the common platitudes, like we don’t really get to choose our dogs, or rescue them, but it’s them who rescue us.

Which is true, but also bullshit.


When it all comes down to it, it’s work. It’s work, and a lot of it’s dirty work. They change our lives for the messier, but the mess is outrageously memorable – and really, what more can we ask for? There’s not a dog I want to forget.

So now it’s come down to this.

Again, the lights will change.

A whole new crowd of people will have gathered with their spaniels, retrievers and lapdogs. Grudgingly, I’ll watch them accumulate.

Yes, all we have to do is traverse this road, and its many temptations and perils. There’s a madman dog beside me, and the hounds of memory ahead of us – all in our pages to come. It’s love and beasts and wild mistakes, and regret, but never to change things.

We plunge, dog-first, to the maelstrom.
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Part One

Reuben







The Climbed-Out Dog from the Ground

What’s strange is we start with cats.

We had two.

They were tabbies, run of the mill, although one was especially beautiful, with great green eyes and a patch of white, like a vest down the front of his chest. The other was heavier, more working-class. Bulkier stripes of gray, and big black tarmac paws.

The prettier one was named Bijoux, by Mika.

The heavier one was Brutus, named by me.

Without any shadow of a doubt, we would class ourselves as animal people, and within that, our subgroup is dog people, so how we started with cats is a mystery.

It was 2003.

We lived in a small townhouse in the south of Sydney.

(Maybe that was why we opted for cats, although other people in the complex had dogs.)


Our first ports of call were the closest animal shelters and a few other refuge sites, but there were no cats available at all, so we bought them from the local pet shop. Mika picked out Bijoux from a dozen or so cats in a cage. Four or five weeks later, Brutus was the only one left. He was too big to be cute enough anymore, not kitten-worthy, and the shop owner offered him to us for free. ‘Best cat I’ve ever had here,’ he said, and we were more than willing to believe him. There were no cardboard boxes and they were closing up, so Mika carried him home – where he was beaten from pillar to post. Bijoux, it turned out, was relentless.

Of course, it’s fair if you’re wondering why a book about a writer and his dogs might begin with two gray kittens, but believe me, those cats were essential warm-ups:

Bijoux was a warrior. A feline Genghis Khan.

Brutus, the eternal softie.

(Although, years later, we did see him bring a dead rat in one night and eat the whole thing in the corner of our bedroom. Honestly, he just tucked in like he was in some kind of mess hall. It conjured up all those movies you see, of corporals at basic training, really shoveling their food down. I can still hear Mika’s voice, hauling me out of sleep.

‘Kochanie, Brutus has brought in a rat – oh no, that’s bad, that’s terrible – OH! Holy shit, he’s eating it!’

Like statues we sat and watched him.

Perennial pillars of salt.

‘He’s not gonna eat the tail, is he?’

Don’t-look-don’t-look-don’t-look.


‘Oh no, I think he’s going to.’

That tail was gone in a heartbeat.

The rat had completely vanished.

But still, I have to be truthful here, I acknowledged the silver lining; I was glad I didn’t have to dispose of it. Those jobs always fell to me, and this time the work was done. Just the carpet and a few spots of blood.)

Now, I know that’s pretty barbaric, but Brutus – more commonly known as Brutie – really was the more sensitive of the two. He had a high-pitched, almost silent method of meowing, but he purred louder than your average vacuum. He made himself comfortable on your lap in the living room, or at your desk, or on the bed, and he’d curl himself into a tortoiseshell.

Bijoux, as I’ve said, was the menacing one. He scratched you to wake you up, normally on your face – or on toes or feet left exposed. He had mega-fights with neighboring cats and won with pitiless ease, despite his diminutive size. When he meowed, he threw his whole body into it. You would hear it and think, Man, that cat is pissed off. Even years later, when I’d say things like, ‘We’ve got two cats, two dogs and two children – and the children are the easiest,’ it was Bijoux I was referring to most. I would go away to a writers’ festival, or on a book tour, and I’d wonder why things were so quiet. It wasn’t screaming kids or barking dogs I was missing, but the ferocity of Bijoux’s meowing. Every single word from that cat’s mouth, from morning to night, was a litany of planned profanity. We knew exactly what he was saying.

Six a.m., he’d confront you:

— HOW ABOUT SOME BLOODY FOOD, SHITHEAD?! WHAT ARE WE WAITING FOR – CHRISTMAS? SHIT!


And so on.

Eight o’clock, ten o’clock, midday, afternoon, it was basically an all-day affair. He treated humans like
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