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The Steep Angle


He didn’t need stitches, and my dad was a pussy. That’s why Raider was still around.

One street over, it seemed like it was always just nothing but trouble. Our subdivision had four main streets and the we lived in the middle of the three oldest; the fourth one to the east isn’t important right now. Our subdivision was also quite old so those old three streets didn’t have sidewalks or traffic lights (I suppose I don’t know if it’s because they were old… they just didn’t). And they were straight north and south. These other neighborhoods have these gently rolling curves and curlicues and it’s all so pretty you can almost get lost driving around but mine was clack, clack, clack, three streets hanging south off the main road with a couple side streets through the middle and at the end. It was like if you took a W, or maybe more accurately a Cyrillic sha which looks “Ш,” and drew a line threw it but cut off the top middle bit, or a lowercase “b” and “d” rubbing together and drawn only with straight lines might better describe it. Anyway this meant that the houses were stacked blam, blam, blam and the yards were simple squares, which is important to this whole thing. Most of them were not fenced but sometimes they were and when they were it was a gritty chain-link thing not these nice white pickets or tan flat-topped planks a lot of people have going on.

Our street was just called Caulfield but the other two were named after women: Emma and Rebecca. Emma Drive was the one to the west and that was the troublesome one. On average the worst kids on the school bus were all picked up from there. The ones who would elbow each other and throw stuff at each other (straw and candy wrappers but occasionally paper hornets, rubber bands and other sorts of elementary artillery) and scream and swear. The ones who seemed destined for juvenile delinquency. I was in fifth grade when Raider bit Shricky and we were glad that various degenerate kids were now in middle school and old enough to start to get themselves in some real trouble. Like that David kid that my dad was sure was going around smashing car windows and “breaking into” unlocked trunks— lock the trunk, Dad. I wasn’t even sure what house he on Emma Drive he was on… I think it was the one with the real flat front that looked like a face that had been hit with a shovel.

Obviously the houses on the west side of Caulfield Drive’s backyards backed up to the backyards of the houses on the east side of Emma Drive and the house on Emma Drive three houses to the north of ours was the one with Raider. I was so young I didn’t even register what that family’s last name was, it was some sort of German or Czech or Polish abomination (not something clean and Polish like our last name, Kukulski) and my mom and dad each pronounced it in a different way so I won’t even bother to try to recall it here.

Shricky and I had been trick-or-treating. It would be the last time he ever trick-or-treated on Halloween. Not because he died or anything, but because the dog attack discouraged him quite a lot from going out anymore. He had been dressed as a steak and I was dressed as a potato. I was trying to make some sort of statement about meat and potatoes. It was all my idea and all my fault. I was that kind of kid. I was becoming a real indie girl with that potato idea. My mom helped me make it; I screeched in protest every time I thought it was going to come out too symmetrical. It was the lumpiest, most delicious-looking potato any kid had ever dressed up as, I can tell you that. Now, it sounds like Shricky really had it coming dressing up as a steak but you’ll see that’s fucking idiotic if you think about it for more than two seconds because a big old giant cartoony raw steak with bright red juicy meat I doubt really looks like much of anything to a stupid dog.

Raider was half-Rottweiler, half-German shepherd. A Nazi dog. Herr Raider. I am pretty sure that at least one human in the family was a Nazi too. They were not good dog owners, obviously. Do I have to really demonstrate this to you with an inventory of all their shitty behaviors? It’s the same kind of boring, miserable shit you would have no trouble thinking up yourself, but here we go: they would leave the wretched thing out for hours in the night and it would bark. Bark! Bark!

Bark! Bark! Bark! The dog is barking! The dog is still barking! The dog just keeps barking! Bark! Bark! Arf! Bark! You know how fucking sick of it we all get? Bark! The whole neighborhood can hear it. Bark! Bark! The dog has three brain cells. It doesn’t know how to do anything else and isn’t barking at anything in particular. It’s just barking to bark. It’s barking in its stupid retard pain. Bark! Bark! Arf! Arf! Arf! Shut up! Maybe it’ll stop soon. Bark! Bark! It just keeps barking. You know how this goes, right? The soundtrack of your neighborhood, the soundtrack of your life is this barking. Bark! Oh, will someone please have mercy and shut that barking dog up. But it just keeps barking. Bark!

I wish I could say more notable or outrageous things about this shitbeast. They were neglectful dog owners. The dad thought that having a dog made him cool. He loved the dog more than he loved his shit kid who was on our school bus always expressing and eating his own bodily fluids but he didn’t know how to love so his love toward the dog that was superior to his love for his son was still garbage. Bark! Fuck you! Bark! Fuck you!

I never went by that yard— which is important, as you will see— so although I wish I could, I cannot confidently tell you that it was covered in Raider’s shit. We’ll just have to assume that it was. Big brown lumps of shit, so brown they’re almost black. Shit everywhere for their son to play with. Dog shit smeared on the flowers, on toys left outside, on the patio. The stink of degeneracy. If it sounds like I’m hating on this family for being poor, I’m not. I’m hating on them for being trashy.

Also, they obviously let the dog off the leash when they shouldn’t have. Of course most of the time it was just roped around a tree barking so it relished the opportunity to be off the leash. (Dog nutters say it “off leash” and I don’t say it that way because I want you to know I’m not a dipshit.) Off the leash generally meant making a beeline for anything that moves in order to jump, tackle, slobber, and of course, attack. Maybe people should not own animals at all if they need to be on a leash… maybe I am biased because a dog attacked my twin brother.

He was minding his own business. We’re not identical because we’re a girl and a boy; there must have been something very different about his aromatic profile because I was just a bystander. The sky was pumpkin orange and there were these beautiful dark purple clouds like the blades of bread knives. It was quarter to six. We’d gotten lots of remarks on our costumes, but just that they were “cute.” Few understood the subtle genius of them. Why, a potato— I’d come up with the perfect ironic costume for my own future hipster self ten years from now. And Shricky’s steak glistened just like the model in this medieval strategy game where we would play together where your villagers would carry meat back to your base. All food was meat. It was funny. The food you harvested from sheep and deer was meat but the food you gathered from bushes and farms was also meat. It looked so good and Shricky wanted to be that meat and now he was.

We were just walking on Emma Drive.

“I don’t really want to go to that house,” Shricky said. “It looks scary and not in a Halloween kind of way. It just looks like crud.”

“I agree,” I said. “They don’t have any decorations. They must not want to participate in the holiday.”

I hated myself for not paying enough attention to see the full sequence of what transpired. I didn’t know there would be anything to pay attention to. All of a sudden the dog was on him. That made it so hard to explain to our parents in a way that really sold it. I couldn’t believe it. They asked me questions about what happened to which I would have to answer, “I don’t know,” and they shook their heads like I was trying and failing to convince them that a bad dream I’d had had really happened, as if Shricky’s torn-open face was somehow not enough evidence of what had happened. Ever since then we’ve resolved to be careful observers of events that may possibly occur in the immediate future… and we’re exhausted all the time.

He didn’t scream, “Ahhh!” He screamed my name. “Steam! Steam!” My name is Christina and his is Patrick and we still call each other the baby-talk names we gave each other. But what was I going to do? I was smaller than the dog. Waifish, like a stalk of wheat. What was I possibly going to do?

I’ll gladly tell you what I did. I kicked the shit out of that dog. By which I mean I kicked Raider once and a turd popped out of him, but subsequent kicks seemed to have little effect. The parents— the “parents of a bitch”— well, a cur— came out and shouted “Hey!” and “What the fuck are you doing?” and whatnot, and ultimately Raider gave up trying to bite into the giant steak more out of distraction by the novelty of his owners freaking out than out of any damage I was inflicting with my little rat feet.

“You saved me,” Shricky said, breathing heavily, and it was red on red as his face bled all over his costume. “Someday I will repay you.”

We had just played a cooperative shooter game together on the highest difficulty and through that experience we forged a bond even stronger than twinship; I really feel a game like that should be a required rite of passage for siblings, or else people just don’t know how to be siblings… anyway, we were very much into honor, valor, integrity, and the other themes of marines. Obviously I did not need or expect any repayment and I don’t think he thought I did either, but it was the only thing he could think of that was cool enough to say that his dignity would be intact.

But for this story, about Raider the dog, I was not done. Because, as I said, nothing ended up happening. Nothing ended up happening for reasons that children and sane adults do not understand. I thought it would be a fact as plain as day that something, anything would be finally done about Raider, but it was as simple as his owners alternating between denying that anything had happened at all (I guess Shricky had just tripped!) and accusing Shricky of having provoked the dog. My parents got confused, as they did rather easily, and lost sight of the mission of achieving justice for their son; they may have been somewhat distracted by the immediate matter of taking him to be treated for the wounds. He had been nipped in various places including a spot that to another dog with even bigger jaws on a less effectively flailing victim would have meant a solid head crunch. And a lot of what the dog had spent its time biting into was what might be called the gristle of the costume.

With a limp penis and saggy tits my parents in very uncertain terms told this family to watch their dog more carefully and to have a good night. I then lost all my appetite for candy the way Shricky lost his urge to ever trick-or-treat again. It just felt wrong to enjoy sweets, no matter where they had come from. It felt somehow like openly mocking a homeless person. I have to unpack this feeling more since obviously Shricky had his own candy. The candy itself was not the problem. But feeling good, sweet, luxurious, privileged, queenly… it just felt sick. My brother! Nearly eaten by a slovenly mongrel!

For the next several weeks of accelerating nights I studied the lattice of backyards that was my life. We didn’t know well the neighbors on the other side of the street and we lived on the corner so we had no southern neighbors, either adjacent or diagonal. I studied the yards that were there. Our crazy neighbor and his greenhouse and wiry tomato trellises and birdhouses plus the kitty-corner neighbor’s errant piles of plant matter plus my own ten-year-old lack of knowledge of surveying and property lines all made it hard to understand what the fuck was going on back there; normally just our own backyard was sufficient to stoke my imagination for all the role-playing and make-believe and meditative pacing that I wanted to do. There was some sort of electrical transformer at the four-corner spot between four yards— whose was that, and who got the little strips of land around it? How exactly did that all play out? It was a no-kid’s-land. I’d never explored there or played there or been invited over by a kid who lived there. Three houses to the north of ours was the house with Raider.

So if I could somehow encounter the dog at the southeastern corner of its backyard or lure it there, I’d have to shoot it from just a little over two houses’ yards’ worth away.

We had BB guns. We were responsible gun owners. Responsible, all right: fully responsible for what I was planning to do, and conscious of my choices. I didn’t tell Shricky
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