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Intake

“Kneel up,” he says, and I kneel up.

The matting is black rubber, ridged and warm where the light from the high windows has been lying on it all afternoon, and I am bare on it in the middle of a room built for hosing down. My duffel is still in the hallway. The story fits in a pocket: the duffel, the hallway, and no third thing to put after them.

The man circling me is called Sawyer and he hasn’t touched me yet. He has a collar in one hand, plain leather, rolled small, and he carries it without looking at it, and every time his boots come around into my sight line I fix on them because looking up is a question I’m not ready to ask.

“Where are the dogs?” I say. I’d heard barking on the drive in, two or three big voices carrying over the pines, and a long gravel lane with a gate that shut behind the truck on a motor. I’d built a story on it: kennel girl, feed and water, scoop and hose, cash weekly. The ad said live-in kennel position, board included, discretion required, and I have read it forty times and I am only now, on my knees, hearing all of it.

“We don’t keep animals here,” Sawyer says.

The room rearranges itself around the sentence: the runs I saw through the breezeway, the stainless bench along the wall, the tack room’s rows of hooks, the heat lamp. Me.

“Stand,” he says. “Bench.”

I could get up and walk. The door isn’t locked; he told me that first thing, before my clothes came off, flat as posted rules get read. I stand. I go to the bench. The steel is icy enough to make me hiss when my stomach meets it, and he says, “Feet apart,” and my feet learn the width he wants by his boot tapping the inside of each ankle, a light tap and then another.

The gloves come out of a dispenser on the wall by the bench. Latex, blue, and the sound of him working his fingers into them carries up to the high windows — a squeak with a snap at the end of it, twice, and my nipples pull hard with the goosebumps, the skin of me aimed backward at a man I met ninety minutes ago.

“Assessment,” he says, and before the gloves there are positions: “Present.” I don’t know the word yet, so his hands teach it, shoulders down and knees wider, and he steps back to check what he built. “Hold still. Breathe normal.”

Nobody breathes normal. He starts at my neck and goes down me like a man checking a fence line, thorough and work-pace, nothing softer in it, thumbing down my spine and over my ass, cupping my tits once and letting them settle, and it is the least sexual handling I have ever had with nothing on, which is a thing I don’t have a shelf for yet. My skin gets there ahead of me.

When the two gloved fingers arrive, the angle is clinical and dead level, built for neither of us, and they push into my cunt, coating the latex past the second knuckle on the first drive, a single sticky squeak inside me that is small and absurd and absolutely audible in the hosing-down room.

He doesn’t say anything I can argue with. He says, “Wet,” the way you’d read a gauge, and notes it with one click of his tongue, and my face goes hot enough to light the bench while my cunt pushes back a half inch onto his hand and leaves a clear film across the glove.

“Noted,” he says, and the fingers are gone, and the glove comes off with a crack.

I stay bent over the steel longer than there’s any reason to. My breath is loud on the metal. My cunt is an argument I’m going to lose all week.

“Here’s the offer.” He steps around to where my eyes are, boots first. “Trial week. Kennel wing, run three’s open. You work: feed times, hose-downs, yard. You’re handled like what you’re here to be, from five a.m. bell to lights-out. You eat what’s put down. You wear what you’re given, which is mostly nothing. Any hour you want to be a woman with a duffel again, you say so, you pack, someone drives you to town.” A beat. “Nobody asks twice, and nobody asks nice.”

Through the kennel-wing door I can see run three from here: concrete pad swept clean, a raised platform bed with a blanket folded on it, a steel bowl with water catching the window light, a chain-link gate standing open. It is not unkind. Cruelty I could name. This I can’t.

“And if the week goes well?”

“Then there’s a contract, and a name.” He crouches, forearms on his knees, and looks at me without needing anything back from the look. “Not the one on your license.”

He hangs the collar back on its hook in the tack room, third from the left, at a height I can see from the kennel wing door, and I understand that it’s been sized for my throat since before I knocked, and that I haven’t earned it yet.

“Down,” Sawyer says, on his way out. “Dinner’s at six.”

I go down. The rubber holds the day’s heat.

From somewhere down the wing, past run three, comes a sound that is not a dog and is not quite a woman either, low and content and rhythmic, a sound a body makes when it has stopped negotiating. The runs I can see are empty.

I stay.





Twelve Pages, One Signature

“Clause four,” Sawyer reads, in the voice a man uses on a feed schedule. “Board includes kennel housing, human room, three meals. Meals are taken as directed. Direction may include location, position, and whether hands are involved.”

We’re in the office, which is the only room I’ve seen with a carpet, and I’m in a robe he handed me for the occasion — nakedness, apparently, is for work. The contract is twelve pages. He reads every one out loud, whether I’m following along or not, because — clause two — nothing at this facility happens to a girl who hasn’t heard it coming.

“Clause five. Wage is posted weekly to the account you name. Room and board don’t come out of it.” He turns a page with a licked thumb, a man doing paperwork, nothing more, and the flatter his voice runs the warmer my face gets, because clause four is still sitting in my lap where he put it. “Clause six. You leave any day, any hour. Notice is a courtesy, not a requirement. The truck runs at your word.”

“And clause seven?” My voice comes out steadier than it has any right to.

“Seven’s the one that matters.” He sets the contract down and looks at me across it. “Nothing is tested on you that you haven’t asked for. Out loud, by name, in advance. There are ranks in this house and every rung of them is yours to request or never mention again. We don’t offer. We don’t hint.” A pause with weight in it. “You’ll find you do the hinting.”

I want to laugh at that and it doesn’t quite fire.

The tour comes after, me back in my own clothes. The kennel wing first: six runs, concrete and chain-link, each with its platform bed and steel bowls, two of them lived-in, blankets nested. Then the paddock out back, a half acre of mowed grass with agility shapes standing in it — a ramp, a tire, weave poles — bleached friendly by the sun. The grooming room: a raised tub, a table with a grooming arm and loop, dryers coiled on hooks, brushes racked by size. Every room is just equipment until you add me to it. Room after room of things that don’t mean anything yet, and my body walks through them meaning all of it at once.

The cage row is last before the barn. Floor-standing kennels, dog-sized and person-sized, wire and powder coat, each with its blanket folded flat on the floor. One has a water clip at mouth height. I look too long and Sawyer says nothing and writes nothing down, and I feel the not-writing at the back of my neck.

Then the show barn door rolls back, and what I see is a woman on all fours on a low platform in a bar of afternoon light, bare except for a red collar and kneepads, holding a stand-stay while a wiry woman in work clothes runs a slicker brush down her flank in long strokes. The brushed woman’s eyes are half closed. She is the single most unworried human being I have ever seen, and something at the base of my skull goes quiet looking at her, the way a loud room goes when the compressor finally kicks off.

“Biscuit,” Sawyer says, not to me. The woman’s chin comes around, ears-first, whole face open. “Guest.”

Biscuit looks me over, interested, unembarrassed, sure of her ground. Then the brush resumes and her eyes go back to half-mast and I am the only creature in the barn having a crisis about it.

The wiry woman is Rebecca, the groom, and there’s no greeting in it for me — she just looks me over, practical about it, a new arrival of any species, and tells Sawyer, not me, “Good coat.” I spend an unreasonable number of seconds deciding whether to be insulted, and what arrives instead unsettles me more.

“She has a name,” I say, in the yard after, and it comes out smaller than I planned.

“She has two.” Sawyer stops walking, so I stop. This is the part he’s been saving; I can tell because he turns to face me square, first time all day. “Listen. Whatever you’re called here, your own name stays loaded. You say it — your real one, out loud, any moment, mid-anything — and everything stops. Not slows. Stops. Every hand comes off you, every gate opens, and I’m the first person in the room.” He lets that stand. “It’s the one word nobody here will ever put in your mouth. It’s yours. That’s the whole mechanism.”

“And Biscuit’s real name?”

“Hers to say.” He starts walking again. “She hasn’t said it in four years.”

I sign at the office desk before supper, all twelve pages, my signature getting smaller and surer as it goes, and the storage-unit invoice folded in my duffel pocket sits there, a return ticket I’m choosing not to look at: forty-one dollars a month for everything I used to be furnished with.

Supper is stew, and it comes with a choice nobody frames as one. The staff table has a chair pulled out. The floor by the window has a wide steel dish on a rubber mat, the mat still sun-warm. Sawyer dishes two portions and stands there with the ladle and waits to see where I put myself.

I look at the chair for a long moment, on purpose, so we both know it was available.

Then I go down at the mat, and the floor takes my knees, already practiced from this morning, and I eat my first supper at the Meadows with my hands flat on the tile and stew fat cooling sticky across my knuckles because the bowl sits better if I don’t hold it. Nobody praises me. Nobody comments at all.

My human room is up the hall, bed made, my duffel on it, a lamp with a paper shade. It’s a perfectly good room. I stand in the middle of it for a while, listening to the building settle, one dog voice far off across the pines answering another. The door stands open. It stays open; nobody here closes it but me.

Sawyer checks the wing at nine with a flashlight he doesn’t shine in my face. “Lights out,” he says. “Kick the gate if you need a person.”
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