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We have a curious relationship with 
animals.

Some animals we welcome into our homes and our lives. We 
tell them we love them. We call them our children. We become 
inconsolable when we lose them. Other animals do not receive 
such adoration or protection. Some are viewed as nuisances, others 
as expendable. We create barriers in our minds and on our lawns 
and in our legal systems to keep animals in their place and us in 
ours. The books excerpted here call attention to the many different 
species and the many different relationships we have with them-
from dogs and bears, to cows chickens, to one very vocal sulphur-
crested cockatoo.

When we founded Ashland Creek Press in 2011, we did so with the 
belief that too many voices were being overlooked by mainstream 
publishers. Voices that are speaking up for the animals, for the 
planet, and, ultimately, for us all. And we’ve included excerpts of 
a number of these titles in this sampler.

While this list doesn’t represent our full catalog of books, the books 
here represent what we believe is an emerging and increasingly 
vital genre. These books have inspired and enlightened us. We 
hope you feel the same way. And, if so, we hope you’ll read on and 
forward this sampler to your friends and family.

For the animals... 

Midge Raymond & John Yunker
www.AshlandCreekPress.com

P.S. To discover books about animals beyond our press, please visit 
and subscribe to the book review website www.EcoLitBooks.com.
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INTRODUCTION 

Congratulations on picking up Saving Animals: A Future Activist’s Guide. 
If you’re reading this book, I’m guessing you care about animals. Maybe 
you have recently learned about some of the horrible things people do to 
animals and it has made you feel angry, frustrated, or sad. Maybe you feel 
powerless to make a di#erence, or perhaps you feel shocked by all the new 
information. Don’t worry; these feelings are all normal. Not only that, but 
here’s a secret for you: You can harness the power beneath those negative 
feelings and turn them into something good—activism. 

A!"#$#%& #% "'(#)* '!"#+) ,#"- "-. '#& +/ 01#)*#)* '0+2" 
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-2&')% ".)6 "+ #*)+1. "-.&. T-#% &.')% "-'" ')#&'5 '!"#$#%"% 

&2%" %3.'( 23 .7"1' 5+26 +) "-. ')#&'5%’ 0.-'5/.

As you read this book, I bet you’ll be amazed by the young activists who are 
featured. Some of them started taking action for animals when they were 
only a few years old. "ey saw something they didn’t like, and they took 
action to change it. Emma Black (14) of Wollongong, Australia, says, 
“We may be young, but we’re also powerful. People will see us speaking up 
for animals and will realize that they, too, can make positive changes. Our 
voices will be heard.” 

Saving Animals: A Future Activist’s Guide is full of inspiration from awesome 
young activists, as well as activism ideas, animal rights info, and tips on 
how to care for your activist self. You can either read the book from start to 
!nish, learning about di#erent forms of activism as you go, or you can dip 
in and out as you please. Here are a few things to expect:

 » Activist stories and interviews (if they can do it, so can you!)
 » Actions you can take today to make a di#erence for animals
 » How to directly rescue animals
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 » Step-by-step plans to organize activism events
 » Self-care tips for when you feel frazzled from living in a non-vegan 
world

Who knows where this book will take you? Perhaps you will start an animal 
rights club in your school, college, or community? Perhaps you will share 
vegan food with your family and friends? Or maybe you will get out there 
and rescue some animals. One thing I am sure of is that you will learn that 
your actions can make a di#erence. Are you ready to jump in and start 
saving animals? 

Let’s go! 
 
Catherine Kelaher 
New South Wales, Australia 
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CHAPTER 1

START WITH YOU

You may be surprised to learn that we can spare animals simply by not 
paying others to hurt them. Every time you or your parents purchase 
something for you to consume, you are making a statement of what you 
will and won’t accept. If you are not happy that a product causes pain and 
su#ering to animals, one of the most powerful things you can do is refuse 
to consume it. 

What Is “Vegan” (pronounced vee-gn)?

Being vegan means you choose not to consume or use products that come 
from animal use or animal cruelty. It is about reducing the harm we do to 
animals as far and as practicable as possible. All the activists in this book 
are happy and healthy vegans.

Why Vegan?

Being vegan is a powerful way to stand up for animals. It’s like saying to the 
industries that abuse animals, “No, you can’t have any of my money.” Being 
vegan can cause a ripple e#ect of kindness when others see how easy, fun, 
and e#ective it is. Vegans know that animals are here with us, not for us. 

Everyone Is Going Vegan! 

As more people learn about animal exploitation, they are choosing to 
go vegan. As Dan Hancox writes in his article, “"e unstoppable rise of 
veganism: How a fringe movement went mainstream,” in !e Guardian, the 
number of vegans is soaring, with more and more vegan options becoming 
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available in supermarkets and restaurants. Some vegans choose to leave it 
at that and simply stop funding cruelty to animals. Others decide to take 
it a step further and become activists. Let’s have a look at some of the ways 
animals are used in everyday life. 

MEET YOUR MEAT
When I was eight years old, my parents took me to a petting zoo. I sat on a 
straw bale and bottle-fed a lamb. I remember the lamb pulling hard at the 
rubber teat, and I remember smiling at how adorable this little character 
was. He had the softest wool, and his tail was wagging back and forth.

"at night, my mum cooked lamb for dinner, and as I looked at my plate, 
I made the connection. "e lamb on my plate had been a living, feeling 
animal with his own personality and desire to live, just like the lamb I had 
been bottle-feeding. "at was the moment I went vegetarian. I didn’t want 
to be part of a system that brings animals into the world just so we can use 
them and take their lives. 

Jacqueline (13) of  Ireland, had an interesting way of making the connection 
between animals and meat. “I read a !ctional book called Eragon by 
Christopher Paolini. It’s about dragons, but the way he described taking the 
life of animals; it was horrifying to me. I thought, ‘I can’t do this anymore.’ 
Shortly after that, my school showed us a video about how chickens are 
treated before their bodies end up at fast food restaurants. Even the meat 
eaters were shocked. "e chickens were kept in awful conditions, and the 
way they were killed was horrible.”

It’s simple, really, isn’t it? Meat is made from the $esh of animals. When 
you !nd out someone had to die for your meal, you may not !nd yourself 
so hungry for meat.

THE PROBLEM OF USE
How do you think you would feel if you were used without your permission? 
For example, if someone in your class copied your homework without 
permission and claimed it as their own? 
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Being used without permission is what happens to animals bred into meat, 
dairy, and egg farms. 

Most commonly, animals are kept in dim, crowded sheds called factory 
farms. In these factories, the animals can hardly move, let alone feel the sun 
on their skin or the grass beneath their feet. But even if the animals were 
kept in better conditions, it is still a problem that they are being used. "eir 
bodies are still manipulated by humans, and the individual animals still 
have their lives ripped away when a human demands it. 

Priscilla Huynh (20) of Sydney, Australia, also had an unusual path to 
becoming vegan. She says, “I was brought up in an Asian household where we 
ate very unusual things such as pig’s ear, pig’s blood jelly, and ox tongue. When 
I was sixteen, I began to think more consciously about what I was eating and 
realized how gross it was. I stopped eating the more unusual ‘foods.’” 

Priscilla with rescued hen Ariel 

Priscilla continues, “When I was seventeen, my grandma passed away. In 
Buddhism, after a death, close family and friends eat a vegetarian diet for 
six weeks. Although my family is not Buddhist, we did it out of respect for 
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my grandma. I had known some of the reasons why people went vegan 
through watching YouTube videos, but I couldn’t fathom just eating plants 
for the rest of my life.” 

But then, when she reached the !nal week, Priscilla says, “I felt pretty 
good about not eating animals. After all, I had always considered myself an 
animal lover. I then stumbled across a video by "e Vegan Activist called 
‘Why Vegetarians Should Go Vegan.’ It was mind-blowing. I was shocked 
to learn about how much animal cruelty there was in animal products 
other than meat. I decided to transition to going vegan from that day.”

MEET HOPE
Hope was destined to be one of the chickens you see wrapped in plastic at the 
supermarket. She had spent the !rst six weeks of her life on a factory farm, 
crammed in with lots of other baby chickens. Her body was bred to grow 
horribly fast so that at six weeks old, while she was still chirping and had 
baby-blue eyes, she was thrown into a crate to be taken to slaughter. She had 
been brought into a sad existence by humans who wanted her for her $esh. 

"at night, a group of kind activists were holding a vigil at the slaughterhouse 
and asked for a chicken to be released. "at chicken was Hope.

“A &') !') 5#$. ')6 0. -.'5"-4 ,#"-+2" (#55#)* ')#&'5% /+1 
/++6; "-.1./+1., #/ -. .'"% &.'", -. 3'1"#!#3'".% #) "'(#)* 

')#&'5 5#/. &.1.54 /+1 "-. %'(. +/ -#% '33."#".. A)6 "+ '!" %+ 
#% #&&+1'5.” —L.+ T+5%"+4
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Catherine with rescued hen Hope 

I run a chicken rescue in Australia called NSW Hen Rescue, and when my 
friends from the vigil called me to say they had saved a chicken, I rushed 
over. I couldn’t help crying as I saw her sweet little face.

Once she was safe in my car, I stood by the truck of chickens who were 
waiting to be killed and tried to send them love, but my heart was breaking. 

Back at home, I knew Hope would be scared of humans, so after I made 
sure she was okay, I gave her a private space where she could feel the 
sunshine for the !rst time. I sat down outside on the balcony and said, 
“Are you okay, Hope?”
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Hope cheeped as she walked toward me. She climbed up all the steps to the 
balcony, hopped onto my lap, and snuggled in. Despite all she had been 
through, she still wanted human comfort. She wanted love. 

 Catherine holding vigil for chickens  

Photo courtesy of Veronica Rios, Sydney Bird Save
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Photo of Oliver Davenport courtesy of Animal Liberation

OLIVER’S STORY
Oliver Davenport (17) of Melbourne, Australia, shares his vegan story.

One of the main reasons I went vegan was because my family 
friends had a farm. I loved going up there. "at was until I 
was thirteen and I started experiencing what really happens 
on farms. I witnessed some things that were really screwed up, 
including castration of lambs and cutting their tails o#. "at’s 
all standard practice. I saw lambs dying from the cold. In 
Australia, they breed lambs in winter so they will be ready to 
slaughter in the spring. "ey don’t have proper shelter. Fifteen 
million lambs a year die due to the cold.

I watched a video on slaughter. It was meant to be humane, but 
it was awful. It shut down every excuse I had about farming 
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ethically. "e animals are just desperate to live. I never looked 
back. I made a promise that I would try as hard as possible to 
make a di#erence to animals.

Love the taste of meat? 

Check out the plant-based alternatives in the supermarket. In most 
supermarkets today, you can !nd faux meats by companies such as 
Tofurkey, Beyond Meat, Gardein, Quorn, and so many more. All 
delicious and all vegan!

FISHES ARE FRIENDS 
Note: In this section, I will use the plural "shes instead of "sh to help portray 
that these animals are individuals with personalities and relationships.

Fishes are very di#erent from us, but does that mean we should abuse and 
kill them?

I don’t think so. 

Fishes are beautiful and intelligent in ways we will never understand. If 
you read Jonathan Balcombe’s book What a Fish Knows: !e Inner Lives 
of Our Underwater Cousins, you’ll learn just how amazing they are. To our 
ears, they are silent, but they have other ways of communicating with each 
other, such as body language and sometimes even clicks and grunts. "ey 
cannot scream or grimace when they are hauled out of the water, yet they 
do feel pain and they do get frightened. As a child, I kept !shes in a tank 
in my bedroom. "e !shes were adopted from my granddad when he got 
bored with them. A !sh tank is not much fun for a !sh. At the time, I 
didn’t know better, and I used to love watching the !shes swim and play 
hide-and-seek in the weeds that we would put in the tank.

My four gold!sh were named Fee, Fi, Fo, and Fum, and over the years I got 
to know their di#erent personalities. Fum was the most boisterous, hiding 
in the weeds and then jumping out at shy little Fo.
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I used to hate it when my dad went !shing. I don’t think he felt that 
comfortable with it either, as when he said he was going !shing, he would 
usually go to the river to collect litter instead of hurting !shes.

I became even more exposed to the cruelty of !shing when I moved to 
the beach. I would walk my gorgeous dog, Charlie, by the ocean, and it 
was heartbreaking to see the anglers haul a !sh out of the water and see 
the poor animal gasping for oxygen. "e only good thing was that Charlie 
loved to pee on the anglers’ tackle boxes, and that made me happy.

One day, it was windy and cold, and the beach was empty of anglers. It 
was wonderful. Charlie and I could run along the edge of the surf, not 
worrying about tripping over a !shing line or standing on a stray hook. 
Charlie was extra happy because the wind made him feel energetic.

Halfway along the beach, I saw a sad and familiar sight. "ere was a large, 
dead !sh left on the sand, with an obvious hole in his lip where the hook 
had impaled him. I have seen this so many times. Occasionally I would 
!nd a !sh who was still alive and, after wetting my hands in the water to 
avoid burning his scales, I would wade into the ocean and release him, 
hoping he would survive.

I have seen anglers leave a !sh gasping for air on the sand, while they 
stand there trying to catch more. Whenever I see this, I stride over and 
put the !sh back in the water before the !sher can protest. I like this idea 
from People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) to change the 
dictionary de!nition of a !sherman:

F is for “fisherman”

 noun 1 a person who catches !sh for a living or for sport. 
or 
 noun 1 a person ignorant of, oblivious to, or indi#erent to the fact 
that he or she is in$icting pain by catching, su#ocating, stabbing, and 
gutting !sh; someone who is hooked on cruelty.

Killing an individual !sh is cruel, but commercial !shing is even worse. 
Fishers use long lines that may be up to a hundred kilometers (or about 
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sixty miles) in length. "ese lines have hundreds of secondary lines coming 
o# of them, and each line has hundreds of barbed hooks to impale !shes 
and drag them from the ocean. 

Another !shing technique is trawling, which Carl Sa!na wrote about 
for Greenpeace (see the For More Information section at the end of this 
book). A giant, weighted net is slowly dragged along the bottom of the 
sea, destroying everything and everyone in its path. "ese nets can be 
!fty kilometers (about thirty miles) long and can permanently damage 
ecosystems. 

Bycatch is a word for all the animals who are caught when commercial 
!shers are trying to catch a certain species. For example, for every pound 
of shrimp caught by trawlers, twenty-six pounds of other animals will be 
caught and thrown back into the ocean, injured or dead. 

"ese bycatch animals may include other !shes, seahorses, sharks, seabirds, 
whales, dolphins, manta rays, turtles, and octopuses, to name a few. 

Love the taste of fish? 

You can get plant-based !sh !ngers or add a !shy taste to meals by 
adding healthy and nutritious kelp or dulse $akes. 

OCTOPUSES: THE BRAINIACS OF THE 
OCEANS 
Octopuses are known for being super smart, sensitive, and quite 
mischievous. "ere have been several stories of octopuses who have used 
their smarts to escape a life of captivity. 

Inky was an octopus who was held captive in a New Zealand aquarium. 
When his tank lid was left ajar, Inky climbed out of his tank, slid across the 
aquarium $oor, and squeezed down a drainpipe out to sea. A sta# member 
at the aquarium told !e Guardian, “He is such a curious boy. He would 
want to know what’s happening on the outside. "at’s just his personality.” 
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(See the For More Information section for a link to the full article.)

"ere are videos of octopuses escaping slaughter by squeezing through small 
boat pumps. Aquariums have reported octopuses recognizing members of 
sta#, squirting water at sta# members they don’t like, disassembling valves 
to $ood the aquarium, and rearranging their tanks the way they want them. 
Octopuses feel pain and they want to live, so it’s sad that they are killed for 
their $esh. 

W-."-.1 ' %.' ')#&'5 -'% %23.1 01'#)% +1 )+", ,. %-+256 
1.%3.!" "-.&. L."’% 5++( '" "-. +!.')% ,#"- .7!#".6 ')6 
1.%3.!"/25 !21#+%#"4 ')6 "-#)( +/ ,'4% "+ 31+".!" "-. 

#)6#$#62'5% ,-+ 5#$. "-.1..

DAIRY IS SCARY
I still remember the shock and sadness I felt when I found out the truth 
about dairy. I thought I was making kind choices by being vegetarian, but 
I still had a lot to learn. 
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Back in 2005, I was having a fun day out at the Incredible Veggie Roadshow 
in Wembley, London. I was there with my BFF and fellow veggie, Melissa. 
We were sampling delicious vegan food, meeting awesome people, and 
attending informative talks. One of the talks was “"e Dark Side of Dairy” 
by Viva! founder Juliet Gellatley. As she told us the truth about dairy, 
images $ashed up on the screen behind her. 

One piece of footage Juliet presented showed a newborn calf being dragged 
by the leg, away from his mother. "e mother looked distraught, pacing 
and bellowing. "ey would never see each other again. Every year, the dairy 
cow goes through the same thing. Again and again, her babies are stolen. 

Why are the calves taken away? Well, female mammals can only produce 
milk after they have given birth. Cows are mammals, so for a female cow 
to produce milk, a dairy farmer will forcibly impregnate her year after year. 
Since humans want to use the cow’s milk, the calf is not allowed to drink 
it. Instead, the calves are ripped away from their mothers. Some of the 
female calves are fed a milk solution and kept until they become adult dairy 
cows. "e other female calves, and all the male calves, are of no use to the 
industry. "ey are either killed immediately, sent to saleyards, or raised in 
veal hutches for a few months before slaughter. 

A female dairy cow will su#er painful dehorning and tail-cutting as a calf 
and four or !ve years of forced pregnancies, stolen babies, and painful 
infections of the udder from being bred to produce too much milk. After 
all that, the cow is worn out. She should live twenty years, but at four or 
!ve years old, she is no longer useful to the farmer. She is sent to slaughter. 
Often, she will be so worn out when she arrives at the slaughterhouse that 
she will fall to the ground. "is is called downed. Slaughterhouses are not 
allowed to sell the meat of downed animals for food, so workers will break 
the animal’s tail, spray her in the face with a hose, pick her up with a tractor, 
or kick her until she stands. "at way the slaughterhouse and farmer can 
still pro!t. 

After Juliet’s talk on dairy, I realized that the dairy industry involves the 
torture and slaughter of animals. In the photo on the previous page, I am 
feeding calves named Tuck, Harry, Ingram, Bo, and Maverick. "ey were 
born into the dairy industry. "ese darling boys were rescued by Manning 
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River Farm Animal Sanctuary and given the love and comfort they always 
deserved. As I got to know these calves, I felt relief that they were safe, but 
I also felt sad when I thought of their siblings who were killed and their 
mothers who remained at the farm, pining for their babies. 

Like the taste of dairy? 

No worries! "ere are loads of plant-based milks available, such as 
soy, coconut, hemp, rice, oat, almond, macadamia, cashew, and 
more. "ere’s also an abundance of vegan yogurts and cheeses in the 
supermarket.

EGGSTRA CRUELTY

Eggs are not all they’re cracked up to be. Hatcheries breed chicks by the 
millions to supply people and businesses with hens. "e eggs are hatched 
in incubators and, once hatched, the chicks are put onto a conveyor belt to 
be sorted into male and female. "e girls go on to be painfully debeaked 
and enter the layer industry, and the boys are killed. Whether you get eggs 
from caged, barn, free range, organic, or backyard hens, you are supporting 
an industry that kills male chicks. 
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DID YOU KNOW? 

Hens originate from red jungle fowl who would only lay twelve to thirty 
eggs a year. Scientists have bred today’s laying hens to produce 300–350 
eggs a year. "is is called selective breeding or genetic manipulation and 
is a cruelty that means even hens bought for a backyard still su#er from 
excessive laying and resulting illnesses like tumors or egg peritonitis. 

Egg-laying hens are usually kept in factory farm conditions. Leila (pictured 
on the previous page) was one of those hens. She had lived her life in a 
battery farm. She was con!ned in a cage with six other hens, unable to take 
more than one step in any direction. She was unable to scratch in the dirt, 
$ap her wings, or feel the sun on her feathers. "e photo of Leila was taken 
the morning after her liberation. It captures the !rst time she ever saw the 
sky. Her whole life changed the night before as I gently lifted her from her 
prison. 

Free range and barn living conditions are far from humane. "e !rst time 
I went to a free range shed, I was amazed that I could not walk across the 
$oor due to the number of hens crammed inside. "e girls had to crawl 
over one another to move. Very few of the hens get to roam outside. If 
there is an outside area, there is often limited space, very little shelter, and 
not enough protection from predators. 

One of the saddest things is that all hens, whether free range, barn, or 
caged, will be killed when they are only eighteen months old, due to a 
decrease in their productivity. "ose who are kept in backyards for eggs 
are often discarded when they stop laying or require veterinary treatment. 

At NSW Hen Rescue, I get to meet so many brilliant chickens. It makes 
me wish everyone could appreciate chickens for the individuals they are. 
Looking out my window, I will see outgoing Ethel, who welcomes everyone; 
shy Ariel, who was found almost dead in a battery cage; super friendly 
Rosemary, who loves to gently preen me; Maddie, who loves cuddles; 
and Queen Lara, who is scared but gaining con!dence every day. She was 
surrendered when her owner couldn’t be bothered to care for her anymore. 

We feed the eggs our hens lay back to them; this means the hens can get 
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back some of the nutrients they have lost. Remember, animals are not ours 
to use. So, when we rescue hens we are asking ourselves what we can do to 
help the hens, not how we can use them. 

Like the taste of eggs?

 If you love eggs you can recreate your favorite dishes. Just Google 
“vegan scrambled tofu” or “vegan hard-boiled egg.” You will be amazed 
at the recipes you !nd. For baking you can use egg replacer, $axseed 
eggs, aquafaba (the juice from cooked or canned chickpeas), or banana 
or apple sauce, depending on the recipe. 

ANIMALS ARE NOT OURS TO WEAR
Some people think clothing such as leather and suede (made from the skins 
of animals) are by-products of meat, but in truth they are a co-product. 
"ey provide the industry with a large amount of income. Animals die so 
you can use these products, and some are even skinned alive. 

Leather and suede are also really bad for the environment. To stop the dead 
skin rotting, it has to go through a tanning process that involves a lot of 
chemicals.

Wool is not just a haircut. Shearers are paid by volume and work fast. 
Deep cuts are a common part of shearing. Some sheep even end up with 
broken bones from rough handling. As sheep age, the quality of their wool 
declines, and they get sent to slaughter. Wool requires sheep to be exploited 
and then to be killed. 

Fur is quite literally the stu# of nightmares. I love burying my face into the 
fur of my cat, Dylan. He is soft and warm. But he reminds me that other 
animals with beautiful coats su#er every day. Some wild, furry animals 
are caught in traps that snap shut with immense pressure on their legs 
or necks. Others are raised in fur farms, where they live in barren, !lthy 
cages. "e animals go crazy with boredom and pain until they are killed by 
electrocution, gassing, or poison. Again, many will be skinned alive. 



26

Start with You

Silk is made from boiling silkworms alive. "ree thousand silkworms die 
to make every pound of silk. 

Pineapple, mushrooms, and cork, oh my! 
"ere are so many other materials we can use instead of animals’ bodies, 
including kind and exciting alternatives. Designers are using fruit and veg 
skins like apple, pineapple, and mushroom to make soft and fashionable 
shoes and garments. Some companies are even working on growing leather 
in a laboratory without using animals. Polyurethane is a synthetic version 
of leather that is often used by designers. 

If you choose to wear these vegan materials, you can buy or make a colorful 
button that reads faux, or even more speci!c, pineapple leather. "is may 
start some conversations about the cool new fabric and why you don’t wear 
animal skins.  

ANIMALS ARE NOT OURS TO TEST ON
Let me introduce you to four adorable guinea pigs. From left to right, we 
have Esther, Elvis, Piper, and Pudding. 
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"ey were terri!ed when I !rst adopted them. "ese days they live a happy 
life, bossing me around and squeaking at me to make sure I give them 
enough greens. "ey do happy hops when they are outside and cuddle 
up to one another at night. "ey were born in a laboratory, destined to 
be tested on and killed. "ankfully, a kind lady called Emma started an 
organization called Research Animal Rehoming Service and was able to 
rescue these sweethearts, as well as hundreds of other animals. 

Despite how outdated it seems, humans still test cosmetics, medicines, and 
household products on animals. "e tests are scary, painful, and nearly 
always end in the death of the animal. Imagine if someone dripped shampoo 
in your eyes or forced you to take huge quantities of chemicals to see how 
much it took to kill you. While rodents, guinea pigs, and rabbits are most 
commonly tested on, all kinds of animals are used for tests, including 
dogs, cats, primates, goats, chickens, !shes, and more. However, it’s easy 
to !nd cruelty-free products. Just look for the words cruelty free, not tested 
on animals, or vegan on the label. We need to support organizations, like 
Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM.org), that are 
campaigning to stop research on animals. "ey look for cures for diseases 
without using painful, cruel, and useless animal tests. 

SPECIESISM
Speciesism is when someone thinks it’s okay to use and abuse animals just 
because they are from another species. In our society it is very common 
for someone to be speciesist. Just because it is common does not make 
it okay. We should always try to challenge speciesism wherever we see it. 
An example of speciesism is when some dog and cat shelters have meat 
barbecues to fundraise for their shelters. Why are the pigs, cows, and 
chickens they are cooking less worthy of care than dogs and cats? "e truth 
is that farmed animals are just as deserving of care, but due to speciesism 
many people cannot see this. 

Single-issue Campaigns
When you speak out about one aspect of animal use (e.g., horse racing), 
that is called a single-issue campaign. Some people feel that single-issue 
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campaigns are ine#ective as they don’t usually address the root cause of the 
problem—that people are speciesist and not yet vegan. 

So how can we get around this? 

Well, it is important to ensure that a vegan message is behind each of your 
campaigns. Having veganism as a moral baseline means that going vegan 
is the minimum you are asking people to do. "is way, you can tackle an 
individual issue and help animals now, while also promoting veganism and 
sparing more animals of all species in the future. 

Live Export 
Live export is the commercial transport of animals for slaughter in another 
country. Animals su#er through grueling trips on overcrowded ships. Many 
die from heat stress or lack of ventilation during transport. But sometimes 
when people protest live export they suggest that slaughter in the animals’ 
home country is kinder. In reality, animal slaughter anywhere is painful, 
unnecessary, and terrifying. So while protesting live export is important, all 
lea$ets and other materials should have a vegan message. "e kind alternative 
to live export should be a vegan lifestyle, not slaughter in another country. 
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Horse Racing
When I was about thirteen years old, a friend who also loved horses 
brought a video around for me and my BFF, Melissa, to watch. It was 
about horse racing and the cruelty involved. "e three of us pony-mad girls 
were shocked by what we saw. 
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Why Is Horse Racing Cruel?

I know what you’re thinking: How can a fun day out at the races be cruel? 
You may have seen horses fall in races and get shot for even minor injuries. 
You may have seen them being whipped relentlessly. You may have seen 
them bleeding from their nostrils. You may even know that racing horses 
are often stabled in unnatural, boring conditions. But wastage is far more 
hidden. 

What Is Wastage? 

As Mark Russell writes about in his article, “Action urged on killing of 
‘slow’ horses and dogs,” in the Sydney Morning Herald, wastage is the term 
for all of the horses who are bred into the racing industry but are “not good 
enough.” Millions of horses worldwide who are bred into the racing industry 
are slaughtered each year. We aren’t just talking about ex-racehorses, either. 
Even foals who are “not good enough” may !nd themselves transported 
long distances to slaughter. And breeding mares (female mother horses) are 
killed when they are no longer “useful.” 

So you can see why many animal rights activists are coming together to 
highlight the cruelty and to bring horse racing to an end. Many of the young 
activists in this book have attended protests against horse or dog racing (the 
same killing happens in dog racing). As a single-issue campaign, this may 
be ine#ective, as it is a bit like saying, “It’s not okay to race horses, but it is 
okay to eat cows.” How can we expect people to make the connection with 
racehorses if they still think it’s okay to kill other animals? To get around this, 
you can include vegan messaging on your campaigning websites and lea$ets 
and on your socials in addition to the truth about horse or dog racing. "at 
means you have veganism (kindness to all animals) as your moral baseline. 
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HOW TO GO VEGAN
Okay, so you can see why going vegan is a great way to spare animals. But 
how do you do it? Going vegan is easier than you think. Some people do it 
overnight. Others may start by going vegan for one day a week or replacing 
one animal product at a time. Do what suits you best, and soon it will be 
second nature. 

Haile "omas (19), New York City

Haile !omas (19) of New York City has helped hundreds of people 
transition to a vegan diet. She says, “If you are looking to go vegan and don’t 
know where to start, I’d suggest slowly adding more of your favorite fruits and 
vegetables into your favorite meals as well as swapping out animal products 
for cruelty-free options. For example, if you have cereal for breakfast, use 
almond, cashew, or coconut milk instead of cow’s milk. For dinner, replace 
meat with a plant protein like tofu, tempeh, or beans. "ere are loads of 
fantastic online resources for delicious recipes. "is is a really good way to 
approach the lifestyle without getting overwhelmed. It’s also a good strategy to 
become exposed to new ingredients and to see plants as an easy replacement 
for animal products. It is all part of changing your mindset as to what a plate 
looks like. Approach your meals with fun and curiosity. I began to see plant 
foods as the start of my plate and not just a measly side dish to every meal.”
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Being vegan feels great because every day you are making a di#erence to 
animals. You are also sending a message to your friends and family that it 
is fun and e#ective to be a happy, healthy vegan. 

DISCUSS WITH YOUR FRIENDS…

Is it okay for humans to use other animals as we see !t?  
 
If yes or no, discuss why.

CROWD IT OUT 
Don’t stress about the foods you are cutting out; think of all the delicious 
plant-based foods you can crowd in and the recipes you can create. 
Approach it as an adventure and see how many new vegan foods you can 
try. If you have a favorite meal such as lasagna, simply do a web search for 
vegan lasagna and get ready to try out some recipes. 

EASY SWAPS
SWAP THIS FOR THIS

Meat ($esh) Vegan hot dogs, veggie burgers, tofu, seitan, 
textured vegetable protein, jackfruit, beans, 
legumes

Cow’s milk Soy, almond, cashew, oat, rice milk
Cow’s cheese Plant-based cheese, nutritional yeast, cashew 

cheese
Eggs to eat Scrambled tofu, Just Egg
Eggs for baking Egg replacer powder, $axseed egg, banana, 

apple sauce, aquafaba
Leather Polyurethane, pineapple leather, mushroom 

leather, cork
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"e !rst weeks of being vegan are the hardest because you will be reading 
labels to look for all those annoying hidden animal ingredients. But 
remember: "is is not about perfection. It’s about doing your best for the 
animals. Soon you will know which supermarket products are accidentally 
vegan (like Oreos) and which contain milk or eggs. 
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Charlotte at Jacobs Ridge sanctuary

CHARLOTTE’S VEGAN STORY
Everyone’s experience of going vegan is slightly different. Charlotte 
Lim (22) of Sydney, Australia, tells us about how she became vegan. 
“As a child I never really liked eating meat. I hated the texture of it. 
Biting into something and getting a mouthful of cartilage, tendon, or 
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skin was never my idea of appetizing!”

“I grew up caring for chickens, and it was my older sister who !rst made 
the connection between the animals who we both loved and those on our 
plate. My sister was the !rst to stop eating chickens, and then eggs. It 
made me think about doing it, but I thought. ‘Oh, it’s too hard. "ere 
are so many things that I love eating that I’d miss out on.’ A lot of my 
favorite foods were those linked to my Malaysian-Chinese heritage, and 
they involved meat and eggs.”

Learning About Intersectionality

Feminist Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality in 
1989. She wrote about the idea that di#erent forms of oppression cannot 
be isolated. In other words, no one lives in a single category. If you are a 
woman and a person of color, then those two aspects of your identity will 
a#ect how you experience life and how you may experience oppression. 
If you are di#erently abled, trans, and a woman then those three aspects 
of your identity will intersect and a#ect your life. Like racism, sexism, 
and ableism, speciesism will a#ect how someone experiences life. Being 
exploited and oppressed due to your species is speciesism. 

Chickens bred into the meat industry will experience speciesism and 
ableism, as they are purposefully bred to be so big they are hardly able to 
walk by the time they are six weeks old. 

"e intersectionality framework can also be used when looking at issues 
that oppress multiple groups. For example, if a rainforest is cut down it will 
a#ect the environment that is destroyed, the wild animals who are killed 
and lose their homes, and the indigenous population who also lose their 
homes.



34

Start with You

Charlotte and Kourtney

For Charlotte, learning about intersectionality got her thinking more 
deeply about animal rights. “Everything clicked when I was in !rst-year 
uni. I consider myself a feminist and took gender studies. In one lecture, 
I learned about the feminist concept of intersectionality. My lecturer who 
taught me about intersectionality made me question myself and my ethics: 
If I was a feminist who wouldn’t discriminate against someone because 
of their race, age, or sexuality, why would I continue to contribute to the 
oppression of an animal, just because of their species?”

Charlotte continues, “For example, due to their biological sex and species, 
cows are exploited for their female reproductive organs to produce dairy 
milk. "is would not be the case if the species of the animal was di#erent; 
for example, if the animal was a dog or a cat. Who would drink the milk of 
a dog or cat? See how bizarre it is? I realized then that something needed to 
change. In order to live by my feminist values, I had to go vegan. And that 
was the start of my vegan journey.”

Charlotte Makes the Change

I began my transition to a vegan lifestyle while I was on a study 
abroad program at Lund University in the south of Sweden, 
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very close to Copenhagen. One of the reasons why I chose 
Sweden was because of how vegan friendly it is. Sweden is a 
pioneer in terms of vegan alternatives for almost everything—
cream cheese, ice cream (the most important thing!), meat 
and !sh, prawns, butter—almost everything I could think of. 
It was so refreshing being able to experience all the things I 
thought I’d “miss out” on diet-wise and realize going vegan 
wouldn’t be as much of a challenge as I had expected.

I could still have all the foods from my culture that I loved by 
eating plant-based replacements, but it did take some courage 
for me to expand the range of foods I ate. Would you believe 
I’d never eaten kidney beans before 2019? I’d been alive for 
twenty-one years and hadn’t eaten beans. Neither had I eaten 
olives. It’s astounding and amazing to see how much my diet 
and palate have expanded since going vegan. Food is one of 
my greatest pleasures and passions in life, and that’s become 
even better now that I’m vegan.

Making vegan friends on the exchange also helped validate 
my decision, and they supported me during the periods when 
I was adjusting.

When I came home from the exchange, my parents disapproved 
of my veganism, but I’d been vegan for an entire year by the 
time I moved back in with them, and they were resigned to 
the fact that I’d made up my mind and it was a !nal decision. 
In saying that, going vegan pushed me outside of my comfort 
zone to expand my social circle to people who did share a 
vegan ethical framework—and the new friendships I’ve made 
are so much stronger since we share and appreciate the same 
values.

If you are going vegan, I would highly recommend getting 
involved in animal rights. Volunteering at NSW Hen 
Rescue has reinforced how horri!c the egg industry is and 
has strengthened my conviction to continue advocating for 
animal rights.
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ANIMAL ACTION

What animal rights issues can you think of that intersect with other 
social justice issues? 
 
For example, racism and classism ensure people in low-income areas live 
in food deserts and do not have access to healthy, vegan food. "is is a 
problem for the people as they will !nd it harder to be healthy. It is a 
problem for animals, too, as it means people who live in these areas will 
struggle to be vegan, and therefore more animals will be killed. 
 
What other issues can you think of that intersect with each other?

QUIZ — ARE YOU A VEGAN SUPERHERO?

Test your animal rights knowledge before we zoom further into the 
world of saving animals.

1. At what age are male chicks killed in the egg industry?
a) 6 weeks old 
b) 18 months old 
c) 1 day old 

2. Leather and suede are made from the skin of an animal. Do vegans 
wear these products? 

a) Yes. Leather is a by-product of the meat industry, so it doesn’t hurt 
animals to wear it.
b) No, because leather gives vegans a rash.
c) No, because leather causes harm to animals.

3. Which two answers do you think are true about milk? 
a) Mother cows have to have a baby calf to produce milk. 
b) "ere are lots of milks available that are made from plants. 
c) Cows would explode if they were not milked. 

4. Can a "sh feel pain? 
a) No. 
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b) Yes, but only when the water temperature is below ten degrees. 
c) Yes, they feel pain. 

5. Do bees get hurt when people farm honey? 
a) No, bees make honey for people to eat.
b) No, bees $y away to safety when people come near the hive. 
c) Yes, bees make honey for themselves to eat, and some get killed 
when people collect honey.

6. Being vegan is a way to choose to not contribute to animal 
exploitation, but can you get enough nutrients being vegan? 

a) Yes, no supplements are needed. 
b) No, it’s not possible. 
c) Yes, if you eat !sh as well. 
d) Yes, if you take a B12 supplement. 

7. Hens originate from red jungle fowl who lay twelve to thirty eggs 
a year, but humans have exploited hens’ reproductive systems so now 
they lay a lot more. How many eggs do laying hens lay a year? 

a) 25–50 
b) 75–100 
c) 300–350 
d) 6,000 –7,000 

8. No one is perfect, and whatever we do, we hurt some animals, 
especially little ants with our big old clown feet. What is the point of 
being vegan, if we can’t be perfect? 

a) To reduce as much su#ering as possible. 
b) To get to Level 5 Vegan so you can criticize other people. 
c) "ere is no point.

Turn the page to check your answers.
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ANIMAL ACTION

If you’re new to veganism, try these challenges: 
 
Supermarket Recon—Go to the local shops and see what vegan food 
you can !nd. Can you !nd any veggie sausages? Veggie burgers? Any 
vegan chocolate? Any vegan cake mix? Vegan cheese? You can even 
check your favorite snacks to see if they are “accidentally vegan,” 
meaning they are not labeled as vegan but happen to have no animal 
products. 
 
Vegan Chef—Write down your !ve favorite meals. Your challenge over 
the next month is to veganize them! Search Google or YouTube to help 
you. Whatever you want to make, you can be pretty sure another vegan 
has already done it.

ANSWERS
1. C. I know it’s shocking, but male chicks are killed at only a day old in 
the egg industry. If you got this right, you get 3 points. 

2. C. You may have heard that leather is just a by-product. "e truth is, 
the skin is the most valuable part of a cow’s body. Even without meat there 
could be a trade of cows’ and lambs’ skin, so it is important to boycott this 
industry to save animals. If you got this right, you get 3 points. 

3. A and B. Cows must have a calf to produce milk. "e calf is then taken 
away from his mother, which is scary and sad for both mum and baby. It 
is totally unnecessary when we have so much plant-based milk to choose 
from. If you got this right, you get 3 points. 

4. C. Yup, !shes feel pain, all right. Imagine having a hook stuck through 
your lip. Ouch! If you got this right, you get 3 points. 

5. C. Yes, some of the bees get killed when farmers take their honey. Farmers 
sometimes cut the wings o# queen bees, and as worker bees are so loyal they 
will not leave her even if there is danger. Honey farmers kill whole hives 
during certain times of the year. Honey is a food that bees work hard to make 
for themselves. Let’s be kind to bees. If you got this right, you get 3 points. 
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6. D. You sure can be healthy on a vegan diet. If you eat plenty of vegan 
food you should get enough protein, vitamins, and minerals. "e only 
thing you will need to supplement is vitamin B12. B12 is only made by 
bacteria. It used to occur naturally in the soil, but now the soil is depleted 
of B12. "e reason B12 is in meat is because farmers inject animals with it. 
Cut out the middleman and take some B12 tablets yourself. "ey only cost 
a few dollars and are available at pharmacies and supermarkets. If you got 
this right, you get 3 points. 

7. E. Scientists and farmers have selectively bred hens to lay 300–350 eggs 
per year. How greedy and cruel. "is means that hens su#er tumors and 
other health problems as they age. Whether hens are caged, free range, or 
in the backyard, they are su#ering from over-laying. If you got this right, 
you get 3 points. 

8. A. No one is perfect, but that doesn’t mean we should do nothing at all. 
Don’t be too hard on yourself. If you got this right, you get 3 points.

Now tally up your points! 

Score 18–24 — Vegan Superhero

It’s time to put on your mask and practice swishing your cape. You know 
your stu#. I’m guessing you’ve been doing some research about how animals 
su#er when humans use them. "e main thing is to keep learning and put 
your knowledge into action by living as kindly as possible. You may already 
be doing some activism, but after learning about what happens to animals, 
you are desperate to do more. Use this book for more vegan inspiration, 
and be sure to check out the chapter on self-care if you feel overwhelmed. 

Score 9–17 — Vegan Sidekick 

You know a fair bit about animal rights. You may have heard some animal 
rights stories in the news or seen the odd vegan video that has popped up 
in your socials. You may feel sad about some of the things you’ve seen and 
wonder what you can do about it. Don’t worry; there’s plenty you can do. 
Start by doing more research via the resources on the next page so you really 
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know your stu#, and read on to !nd out how to turn your new knowledge 
into action. 

Score 0–8 — Vegan Squad 

When you see someone being cruel to an animal it makes your blood boil. 
But you haven’t been exposed to many animal issues just yet. You may 
understand why eating meat sucks, but the cruelty involved in milk, eggs, 
dairy, and entertainment may be new to you. "at’s okay! We all have to 
start somewhere. Check out some of the great resources below to learn 
more and educate yourself so that you are in an even better position to help 
animals. You can start helping animals right now by stopping contributing 
to their su#ering. Woo-hoo! "e animals are gaining another friend.

CHECK THESE OUT 

LoveAllAnimals.com.au  
 

Veganuary.com  
 

SOS.PETA.org  
 

YouTube.com/user/BiteSizeVegan
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Introduction 

The more we study animals, the smarter they get.
Whales, we now know, communicate in complex 

languages over hundreds of miles; are curious, playful, and 
highly social; and can recognize themselves and others in a 
mirror. We know that sharks can sense how fast your heart 
is beating, and a polar bear can smell you from twenty miles 
away. Crows remember human faces, craft tools, and have long 
relied on the tires of passing cars as their personal nutcrackers. 
Bumble bees, like our companion animals, can be taught to 
pull strings and push balls in exchange for treats. Thanks to 
the efforts of professional and citizen scientists, we know so 
much more about animals than we knew just a generation 
ago. 

Yet despite all we’ve learned, we have a long way to go 
when it comes to appreciating what animals can do. Because 
the skillset of a whale or a bumble bee doesn’t position that 
animal for success in a hospital or on Wall Street, our society 
continues to view and treat nonhuman animals as lesser 
creatures.

Writers in all media, from fiction to film, bear some 
responsibility for our collective ignorance and mistreatment 



2 

Writing for Animals

of animals. Nothing makes me cringe more in a story when 
I see animals used as mere props or set pieces: A man falls 
off a boat into the ocean, so cue the shark to elicit fear out of 
the reader, even though the fact is, sharks very rarely attack 
people. Bears and wolves all too often suffer the same fate: 
They are pulled into the story when the writer needs an easy 
way to crank up the tension. 

Consider the long-term impact of so many writers treating 
so many animals similarly—a planet of people who do not 
shed tears when sharks have their fins removed or when wolves 
are killed to protect cattle (who themselves are slaughtered by 
the billions at the hands of humans). Other misconceptions 
commonly propagated by writers include: Pigs are messy, fish 
don’t feel pain, horses enjoy running with humans on their 
backs. Even the words and phrases we use have a collective, 
subconscious impact: pigsty, like a beached whale, kill two 
birds with one stone, don’t be a chicken. Through their work 
and their art, writers have the power to give animals a voice 
among humans—yet if we give animals a lesser voice or an 
inauthentic voice, we do animals a disservice.   

For society to change its views, writers must change their 
views. We must look closely at how we depict animals and 
ask ourselves difficult questions. For example, are we using 
animals for our writing in a way that is authentic and fair? Or 
are we using them for our own purposes, leading to further 
misconceptions and abuses? 

Animals have, both in literature and in life, been unfairly 
used by humans for millennia. Yet as our awareness awakens 
about animals’ intelligence, sensitivity, and capacity for 
such “human” emotions as love, grief, and joy, literature, 
too, is reflecting this change in awareness. From Franz 
Kafka’s A Report to the Academy to Karen Joy Fowler’s We 



3 

Writing for Animals

Are All Completely Beside Ourselves, animals have played an 
increasingly central role in the literature of the last hundred 
years, and writers are contributing to this advancing awareness 
of animal issues through the written word, giving animals the 
voices they deserve.

Yet little has been written about the process of writing 
about animals—from crafting point of view to giving animals 
realistic voices. Writers face many questions and choices in 
their work, from how to educate without being didactic to 
how to develop animals as characters for an audience that still 
views them as ingredients. 

Writing for, Not Merely About
When we chose the title of this collection, we deliberately 
chose Writing for Animals over Writing about Animals. While 
you will find much in this book to assist you in writing about 
animals, we wanted this book to go further, to help writers 
understand not only the process but the responsibility of 
writing about animals. 

As writers, we live in an era in which animal suffering 
is becoming more evident to more people, while animals 
are under continuing threats through a possible next great 
extinction. And for those who do not yet see this or who 
choose not to see this, reading a realistic, accurate, and 
sensitively written story, poem, or novel about an animal can 
open hearts and minds to the reality of this suffering and loss. 

Writing for Animals is designed for writers across genres, 
inviting them to take a closer look at how they treat animals in 
their work and offering examples and tips along the way. The 
book is organized into four parts, beginning with the writer 
as “naturalist.” Like any scientifically trained naturalist, the 
writer faces profound and conflicting moral questions. For 
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starters, Joanna Lilley asks if we have a right to write about 
animals and, if so, what responsibilities do all writers bear? 
And when documenting the suffering that so many animals 
endure at the hands of humans, she notes:

It isn’t easy writing about animals; it is 
complicated and complex, both intellectually and 
emotionally. Most of us, I suspect, do it because 
we must rather than as a conscious choice. When 
I stand for hours in galleries of extinct animals, 
sometimes I don’t think I can do it anymore. But 
bearing witness gives me a place to stand and 
look, and a defendable reason for standing and 
looking.

Lisa Johnson, in “Animals that Work in Stories,” explores 
some of the key roles that animals play in literature, covering 
authors such as Jack London and J.M. Coetzee. And in “The 
Case for More Reality in Writing for Animals,” Rosemary 
Lombard makes a compelling argument, outlining a process 
that places animal characters on equal ground with their 
human counterparts.

The process of learning to know the animals is 
similar to writing about our own species. The 
research is like doing historical research as a 
background for story, yet, in fiction, having the 
freedom to depart from it in some ways. Likewise, 
structuring animal characters is similar to 
structuring human characters, creating a suite of 
characteristics of body, place, and behavior, but 
realistic details are even more important because 
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of one huge, obvious difference: The animals, 
except a few in communication training, don’t 
share our language. Their repertoire consists of 
gestures, vocalizations, scent, postures, eye/pupil 
change, and more; some of that we can learn. 
You can also use talking animals, put words in 
their thoughts, or have humans talk about them, 
but each of those choices also involves knowing 
the animals well, including details of appearance, 
place, and behavior. 

In Part II, we dive into the craft of writing for animals. In 
“Meeting the Wild Things Where They Are,” Kipp Wessel 
takes a holistic approach to the writing process, reminding us 
of our connections with animals:

Animals, whether bounding through the 
backyard sumac or the Serengeti, are as 
dimensional as their human neighbors. Those 
of us who share our homes with them already 
know this truth. A dog is not a dog. A dog is. 
A barn owl is. An aardvark is. Animals are as 
sentient and multifaceted as any human being 
(sometimes more so). We need to be reminded 
of this when we delve into the writing of animal 
lives within the stories we tell. Regardless of 
nostrils or gills, those who have two feet or 
twenty, many vertebrae or none—each animal, 
bird, and reptile of the world has a life force and 
personality all its own. 

In “Rewilding Literature,” Paula MacKay shows how writers 
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can use creative nonfiction to foster empathy for wolves and 
other predators, inspiring compassion. She stresses that the 
first step in the process is rewilding oneself. She cites John 
Valliant, Ann Pancake, Peter Matthiessen and Aldo Leopold. 
She writes: “[I]t doesn’t benefit predators to rob them of their 
wildness by taming the terms used to describe them (to call 
a grizzly bear cuddly, for instance) … We must choose our 
words carefully when writing about wildlife and use language 
that helps move people toward a more empathetic point of 
view.”

Hannah Sandoval provides a detailed character analysis 
of one of the more famous dogs in literature: Stephen King’s 
Cujo in “Rabies Bites.” And Beth Lyons tackles veganism 
and the fantasy genre with “Real Advocacy Within Fantasy 
Worlds.”

Hunter Liguore, in “Writing Animals Where You 
Are,” makes the case for focusing more on the animals you 
encounter every day: 

When writers are willing to meet animals where 
they live, the hierarchy of certain animals being 
more important can fall away. What’s more, 
writers can start working right now, without the 
impediment of waiting until a “better animal” 
comes along.
 Last, and most important, we become solid 
witnesses to our world and can give voices to the 
animals we—and our readers—encounter more 
frequently. If I write about the mice in my attic, I 
might connect with someone who also has mice 
in the attic, or if I write about the groundhog that 
comes each season, I might share something and 
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connect with someone who also sees groundhogs. 
Not everyone sees lions, tigers, and bears every 
day. Together, though, we can work to give voice 
to the diversity of the animal kingdom. 

In Part III, we tackle anthropomorphism. While scientists are 
taught not to project human qualities onto animals, writers 
can project anything they wish—but even writers are often 
cautioned against placing animals on equal footing with their 
human counterparts.

In “Other Nations,” Marybeth Holleman discusses how 
one writes about an “other” species. She notes, “Writing about 
the nonhuman world is a practice in standing in the middle.”

And in “No One Mourns an Unnamed Animal,” Midge 
Raymond discusses the relationship between naming animals 
and empathy for animals.

When we give an animal a name, we give it an 
identity, an individuality that sets it apart from 
the rest of its nameless species. And, in doing 
so, we often can’t help but develop an emotional 
attachment to these named creatures.

The final part of the book is dedicated to inspiring writers to 
use their work to change the world. Writers have the unique 
ability not only to highlight the problems of today in ways 
that can reach the broadest of audiences but also to imagine a 
better, more compassionate tomorrow.

Sangamithra Iyer’s essay asks “Are You Willing?” She 
writes, “Writing about animals in a way that challenges 
rather than accepts societal norms is a radical act. Any 
radical act is often met with resistance.”
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In “With a Hope to Change Things,” Alex Lockwood 
interviews the founders of Zoomorphic magazine, an online 
and print journal with a clear point of view regarding the 
future of animal-centric writing.

Finally, we have assembled a resource list for writers 
that comprises journals, blogs, and magazines dedicated to 
publishing environmental and animal-centric fiction and 
nonfiction.

What is the role of the writer in this age, the Anthropocene? 
In a time when the world has been forever changed by humans, 
we can begin to change it for the better. The way humans treat 
nonhuman animals has significant impacts not only on our 
own psyches but on the planet itself. 

We invite writers to imagine a world in which there is 
less suffering, more justice, purer water, cleaner air—and 
each of these things is connected, in some way, to the way we 
treat animals: for food, for entertainment, for resources. We 
invite writers to imagine our similarities with our nonhuman 
counterparts rather than our differences. And finally, we 
invite writers to use their talents to show these things to the 
world. I hope this book will help all writers do just that. 

John Yunker
Ashland, Oregon
August 2018



Part I:  
The Writer as 

Naturalist
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Do We Have the Right to 
Write about Animals?

Joanna Lilley

The girl took the poker her father handed her. As she looked up 
at him, he put his hand on her back and pushed her forward, 
closer to the animal crouching by a heap of rocks. Whatever 
the creature was, she’d never seen one before. It was the size 
of a large dog and had broad, dark stripes on its back and a 
wide face. 

“Go on,” her father said. “It killed our sheep.”
The girl stood with her feet apart. She raised the 
poker with both hands.

I’m going to stop there because it’s hard to write about 
the death of one of the last Tasmanian tigers ever to exist, 
particularly at the hands of a child, even if I am writing 
fiction. At least I hope I am. Reading The Doomsday Book 
of Animals by David Day, it isn’t difficult to speculate that 
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something like this may well have happened. Day writes that 
all the attacks on humans by Tasmanian tigers were made by 
animals who were “found to be starving and almost toothless, 
being easily killed or driven off by sticks or, in one case, a 
poker swung by a child.” 

I have feared the worst in my interpretation of those 
words and assumed that the poker was used to kill, not only 
drive off, the creature. I hope I am wrong.

We make many choices when we write. You may have 
noticed there are three potential points of view in the scene 
I’ve started here—the child’s, the father’s, and the Tasmanian 
tiger’s—and I haven’t opted for any of them yet. I, as the 
narrator, am not inside anyone’s head. The scene so far 
describes no one’s feelings. If I carried on writing the scene, 
I would have to commit to a point of view; I would need to 
show the reader what at least one of the characters is feeling, 
or avoiding feeling. Otherwise, unless I had great skill as a 
writer, the story would fall flat. The detached style would fail 
to draw in the reader. 

The point of view I’d find most intriguing would be the 
tiger’s. (Actually, the Tasmanian tiger wasn’t a tiger at all 
but a marsupial, and I’ll call it by one of its other names, 
thylacine, from now on.) But how can I possibly know what 
that particular thylacine was feeling? How can I know what 
any thylacine once felt? Did the very last thylacine that we’re 
aware of, who died in a cage in Hobart Zoo in 1936 after being 
neglected by staff, know she was the only remaining example 
of her kind? I recognize that sounds fanciful, but we have very 
little idea what animals think and feel and perceive. This is 
the biggest challenge for writers trying to write authentically 
about animals. Do we have the ability, let alone the right, to 
presume what any creature is thinking or feeling? 
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I believe that, yes, we do have the ability and we do have 
the right to presume, conjecture, speculate, imagine, and 
explore what an animal might be experiencing. After all, we 
are animals, too. We forget this. Indeed, we are trained to 
believe we are not animals. This may not have been explicitly 
said to us during our Homo sapiens childhood (although the 
parental reprimand, “You’re not an animal. Don’t behave 
like one!” is not uncommon). The training tends to be more 
implicit, conveyed to us through attitudes and behaviors and 
through our cultural or religious influences. 

Despite this training, perhaps we were confused when we 
observed that we lived with cats and dogs and rabbits and yet 
ate cows and chickens and pigs. Maybe the family dog was 
put down because the treatment for a tumor was expensive, 
and yet our grandmother lived her last years in a costly care 
home and didn’t know who we were when we visited. Perhaps 
our parents criticized our uncle for caring more about his dog 
than about his nephews and nieces. Maybe our mother hit a 
rabbit on the highway and winced but carried on driving. 

If we wish to write about animals, it is important to 
be aware of our influences and beliefs, chosen or imposed, 
evident or disguised, as this is the de facto training that has 
made us forget our own animal status. To help you, here 
are some questions you can ask yourself as a writer. You can 
also direct the same questions to your human and, yes, your 
animal characters.

Is an animal an “ it” or a “he” or a “she” or a “they”?
Is an animal a “that” or a “who”?
In what circumstances could you kill an animal?
In what circumstances could you kill a Homo sapiens?
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Do you believe humans have souls?
Do you believe animals have souls? 

Our beliefs about animals can come from many different 
sources. Each of us is, of course, influenced by a unique set 
of circumstances including families, friends, economic status, 
class, education, religion, and geography. 

For the past ten years, for example, I have lived in Yukon 
in Canada, next to Alaska. There are fourteen First Nations in 
Yukon, and the legends and stories passed on to them by their 
grandmothers teach them that Crow started the world: 

He brought fish to the lakes; he brought the first 
light into the world by letting the sun, moon and 
the stars escape from a wealthy man, who owned 
them. Crow placed these into the sky so they 
would belong to everyone.

The implication that Crow rescued the sun, moon, and 
stars from the tyranny of man appeals to me more than the 
depiction of creation we find in the Bible, yet I admit both 
versions of creation are just stories to me. What did your 
religion or culture teach you to believe about animals? Our 
beliefs can be contradictory and complicated. In Hinduism, 
cows are revered and never killed. The Nivkh people honored 
bears in festivals, then killed and ate them, and in Judaism, 
pigs are never eaten because they are considered unclean.

For my part, I grew up in England, a country that is 
ostensibly Christian, though my parents only took me and my 
siblings to church once a year, on Christmas Day. Christians 
believe God created animals for human beings and that we 
can therefore use them however we want. Christians believe 
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animals are inferior to humans because they don’t have souls 
and aren’t capable of reason. I hope I have oversimplified 
the relationship of modern Christians to animals, but these 
statements feel true to the culture I grew up inside. Which 
is why, presumably, that culture finds it acceptable to keep 
billions of animals in extreme confinement and then kill and 
eat them. 

What is notably confusing is that like millions of Homo 
sapiens of varying cultures, I assume, I was trained as a baby 
to listen to stories about animals and look at pictures of 
animals. It’s astounding how many children’s books are about 
our fellow creatures, albeit animals who can talk in human 
language and wear clothes and are invariably cute. Their 
reward for behaving like us is perhaps that the stories have 
happy endings. (It is interesting that when animals feature in 
adult stories, such as novels and films, they are highly likely to 
come to a sticky end. The humans might get a happy ending, 
but the animals rarely do.) 

Like millions of other human children, I would persuade 
my parents to read me as many stories as possible and 
afterwards snuggle down to sleep among my stuffed toys—my 
monkey, bear, horse, and cat—and in the morning I would 
pour milk meant for baby cows on my cereal and at lunchtime 
eat a pig sandwich.

And so, when we write about animals, we need to know 
what belief system we are writing within and be aware of 
whether we are upholding, questioning, or opposing it. We 
must choose every word we use to describe an animal or convey 
an animal presence consciously, thoughtfully, deliberately. We 
must be able to explain each choice if we are called upon to 
do so. I mean, here, the words we select and what they create: 
vocabulary, diction, image, scene. (I am not saying the idea 
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for a story or poem in itself can necessarily be conscious or 
deliberate. In my experience, an idea will simply come to us, 
and we will be compelled to write about it.)

Is, for example, the animal in your story or poem a 
metaphor for the natural or the true? (Your protagonist sees 
a grizzly bear on a hillside and wishes she were as free.) Is the 
animal there to show how cruel a human character is? (Your 
antagonist kicks a dog.) Do the animals have any agency of 
their own, or are they props in a scene? (A cat curled up by a 
fireside to denote domestic harmony.) Or a plot device? (If the 
child hadn’t been running after a dog she wouldn’t have been 
hit by a car.) Are they there as a comic turn? (Comedy isn’t 
my strong point; perhaps a raccoon overturns a garbage can 
while a teenager is trying to sneak back into a house at night.) 

Could you write a story or a poem that includes an animal 
that isn’t serving a human purpose? Could you write about 
what the cat curled up by the fireside does when the husband 
and wife in the room start arguing?

Could you write a story or poem without any human 
beings in it at all?

When I started my current project of writing poems 
about extinct species, I wanted to be able to write poems 
that had no human presence in them and were not even 
filtered through a human experience. I wanted to be absent, 
for the animals to be able to communicate for themselves. 
I knew it was impossible, for writing is a human artifact, 
and I can’t, unfortunately, experience anything unless it is 
through my own consciousness. Yet the fact that I have this 
urge is promising. If I’m thinking this way, then thousands 
of others will be, too. That’s generally how it seems to work. 
Philosophers such as Peter Singer and his work on speciesism 
have propped the door open for people like me, and more and 
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more of us are walking through. (As long ago as 2003, J.M. 
Coetzee’s eponymous character, Elizabeth Costello, likened 
our treatment of animals to the treatment of humans in the 
Holocaust. Consider that.)

It is exciting that our minds are at least capable of 
attempting to experience a consciousness other than our own.

So, as animals ourselves, we are giving ourselves 
permission to write about other animals. Now, how do we 
go about knowing what those other animals are thinking or 
feeling? Here are some more questions for us to think about.

Have you ever lowered your hands and knees to the grass 
on a warm day and synchronized your breathing with the dog 
lying beside you? Have you ever opened your mouth when no 
one is looking and let your tongue loll? Have you been for a 
walk at night and, like the dog beside you, never looked up 
at the stars? 

Have you slow-blinked at your cat when she looked at 
you? Have you lapped water with your tongue from a glass? 
Have you spent hours watching sparrows fly in and out of a 
hedge? Have you growled in your sleep? Perhaps you’ve purred.

Find an animal. In your house or garden, in the park or 
forest, on a mountain, in a zoo or on a safari, in a book or on 
YouTube. Find a cat, a dog. Find a wasp, ant, beetle, robin, 
raven, squirrel, gazelle, beaver, badger, fox, pheasant. 

Watch that animal. Untighten your face, lower your 
shoulders, let your arms hang, feel from the inside every part 
of your body and relax each one: your muscles, your heart, 
your liver, your spine, the soles of your feet. Loosen your 
molecules; let them float apart. In this state, watch an animal. 

Now let the space between you soften. Let the animal’s 
form drift toward yours. Go closer to the other creature 
without physically moving. Feel as if you are merging. Let 
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your skin slacken and become more permeable. Dissolve the 
air, paper, screen between you.

Become fur, chitin, bone, feather, fossil. 
Pick up your pen. Touch the tips of your fingers to your 

keyboard. Write. Write sentences, if they happen to come, or 
just words. Make a row of marks and then another: your code 
for translating human experience.

This is not a technique that will appeal to every writer; it 
is just one way of attempting to connect with what another 
animal is thinking or feeling. We are skilled at doing this 
with our fellow human beings. I think we can get better at 
doing it with animals, too. I have shared this perhaps rather 
whimsical method with you because I find it to be an effective 
approach and also because it makes it clear that my own 
attitude toward animals is based on something we might call 
intuition or emotion rather than scientific study and analysis. 
Self-awareness is always useful. I have learned from years of 
writing that however much I want to be rational, scientific, 
factual, methodical, I write from a place of feeling. Almost 
all of what I am sharing here is what I know from personal 
experience rather than what I’ve learned through courses in 
animal studies (I haven’t taken any) or from the writings of 
Jeremy Bentham, Peter Singer, Jane Goodall, Elisa Aaltola 
(read them if you can) and many others.

Nevertheless, observation, I believe, is the bridge between a 
subjective and an objective approach to writing about animals. 
I have observed the skull of a thylacine at the Royal Ontario 
Museum in Ontario, Canada. I have seen the extinct Xerces 
blue butterfly in a drawer in Regina, Canada. I have traveled 
three and a half thousand miles from my home in Whitehorse 
to meet Martha, the last-ever passenger pigeon, at the National 
Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC. 
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It was one hot, rainy summer night at dinner in the small rented 
house at Govetts Leap, covered with wisteria, surrounded by 
funnel-web and black house spiders, that T. put her fork down 
and said, “I can’t do this anymore.”

She was referring to the curry, thank goodness, and not 
to our relationship, though it took a few panicked seconds to 
work that out. It’s true the curry, a packet palak gosht from 
the Indian grocery in Concord, was rather ordinary. But she 
didn’t mean curry per se; she meant meat. “I can’t do it, to 
animals,” she said, with tears running down her face—this 
from someone who hardly ever cries—as if she’d just realized 
something devastating. “We’re turning vegetarian.” As simple 
as that. And something clanged into place, like a great door 
shutting, or opening. I felt cruel suddenly, exposed, deeply 
wrong. I suppose that’s what had just happened to her. 

First shock aside, it wasn’t so hard. I’d had periods as 
a vegetarian long before I met her, and we’d already had to 
make so many other changes in our lives in order just to be 
together that this one seemed easy. It’s amazing what kind of 
resolve that can give you, just being together, resolve and a 
kind of clarity, although my resolve wasn’t quite so clear when 
scarcely a week later I found myself responding to a further 
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dinner-time declaration, and agreeing to become vegan. 
I hardly knew what a vegan was. I remembered something 
about no onions, no garlic, no salt. “No,” she said, “it’s not 
that extreme; it’s just no meat, no eggs, no dairy. Nothing 
that’s come from an animal. That means fish,” she said, as if I 
hadn’t guessed that already, “and oysters.”

My collection of oyster knives … 
I found it hard at first to give up cheese and for a while 

was guilty of an occasional backslide, but even these ceased 
after a month or two—you realize how inconsistent you’re 
being, and how childish—and we came to see it not so much 
as a giving-up of things as entering a new world of taste. There 
was, too, an unexpected pleasure—relief—in the thought 
that just by not doing something we were saving lives. You 
don’t realize the guilt you’ve been suppressing until you no 
longer feel it. “Now I can look at you in peace,” writes Kafka: 
“I don’t eat you anymore.”

But this book isn’t about veganism, or guilt. If I’d 
permitted myself a nice, eighteenth-century subtitle it might 
have been An Account of Three Years of Philosophical and Un-
Philosophical Transactions with Animals in the Blue Mountains 
of New South Wales, but ultimately and more simply it’s about 
discovery and wonder: wonder, and wondering. Slipping 
into a flow of things—of being—that all your life, without 
realizing it, you’ve been holding back from. The only point in 
mentioning those things—and that Govetts Leap period—is 
that they were a beginning, the beginning of a beginning. 
It wasn’t long before we were signing petitions about various 
animal matters, then attending rallies against live export—
those death ships—or the use of battery cages. Indeed it 
was at a rally against the latter that, finding myself, a senior 
academic, crammed into a cage in Martin Place, wearing a 
chicken mask—watching the vice chancellor of my university 
walk by, brushing aside some of my fellow protesters in the 
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same cavalier way I might have used myself a year or so 
before—that I realized just how much my life had changed. 

It wasn’t long, too, before we moved from our temporary 
mountain home to a little rental house in Glebe, in the inner 
city, close to the university, and a few weeks later adopted 
Charlie. In fact he was with us, on a lead, that time in Martin 
Place. He’s a nervous dog, but crowds have never been his 
problem. Even now, at ten, after seven years in the mountains, 
he seems never so happy as when, on one of our occasional 
trips down to the city, he can wander along King Street or 
Glebe Point Road.

And then, after a long wait, the means at last coming our 
way, we began to think of putting down a deposit on a house of 
our own. We placed a bid for a tiny house on Darghan Street, 
three doors down from the one we were renting, although 
in truth, as I walked away from the real estate agency, I felt 
anything but elated. Another mortgage, and—Sydney being 
one of the most expensive cities on the planet—a huge one 
at that. Money worries until death. For the sake of a trendy 
address and a house near the university. What were we doing? 

T. was clearly feeling the same. How else to explain—this 
is something you need to know about T., that when she comes 
up with an “idea” it’s often tantamount to a decision already 
made—that, not more than a block or two from depositing 
our bid for an extremely expensive inner-city shoebox, she 
said, “Or there’s the mountains … ” and began to list some of 
the properties and prices she’d been finding online while I’d 
been lecturing that morning. We left it in the hands of fate, 
breathed a huge sigh of relief when our seemingly astronomical 
bid for the shoebox was unsuccessful (way too low) and began, 
in early autumn, to look for a house in the mountains.

We found one, in a town at the top, one hundred 
kilometers from the city. A brick house on Railway Parade, 
a wide street up front, a leafy gully in the back, plenty of 
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room to grow vegetables, a couple of majestic Blue Mountains 
ash trees, a study for each of us, and a large art deco living 
room with a huge Persian rug the vendors said they’d throw 
in for free, for Charlie. The westerly wind blasted the kitchen 
at the back and no door snakes or window seals could keep it 
out; the much-vaunted gas central heating struggled to warm 
the place; there were blackouts during the dramatic summer 
and winter storms, funnel-web spiders in the garden (again), 
black house spiders in the basement; mowing the steep back 
yard was a dangerous and torturous exercise; and from the 
day-care center next door the delighted shrieking of children 
could make it hard to hear yourself think, but it was a four-
minute walk from the train, a six-minute walk from the center 
of town, a two-block drive from the highway, and compared 
with the little place in the city it seemed like a palace. I could 
take my books and papers out of storage; I could put pictures 
on the walls rather than pile them under the bed. On the first 
morning waking there I heard whipbirds and kookaburras 
and currawongs and thought I was in paradise.  

For the first year, however, addicted to carbon monoxide 
and anxiety, we kept renting in Sydney and came up only on 
weekends, still in two minds. Certainly the idea of commuting 
to work two hours each way on a train, or an hour and a half each 
way driving, didn’t appeal to me. But when our city landlady 
developed cancer and needed the little inner-city house to be near 
the hospital for treatment we took it as a sign and moved up to 
the mountains permanently, or so we thought. After a year and 
a half  T. was restless and figured it was because she was missing 
the city, and that Charlie might be missing it, too. Doing our 
sums it seemed we might just be able to go back to the previous 
weeks-in-the-city/weekends-in-the-mountains arrangement, if 
we could manage to find a city rental cheap enough. 

Our previous place was no longer available—I don’t know 
how things had panned out for the landlady, but there were 
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other people now living in it—and so we looked in Balmain, 
the old workers’ suburb on a peninsula on the southern shore 
of the harbor, now rapidly yuppifying. We joked that the 
house we found, after weeks of looking, was the smallest in 
Australia, and surely it would have come close. In dreams I 
would hold it in the palm of my hand. But it had, for T., 
a miniscule studio at the bottom of its tiny garden, and a 
large patio umbrella to cover almost all the rest, and in that 
summer’s heat wave it was actually a delightful place to write 
or, shoving the books aside on the rickety outdoor table, have 
a small, cramped dinner with friends. Internet reception was 
lousy, and the poisoned soil struggled to produce seven cherry 
tomatoes and a five-centimeter, semi-dried baby eggplant, but 
you could smell the sea and at night, sometimes, catch the 
haunting sound of a ship’s horn. 

As the weather cooled, however, we found ourselves 
increasingly miserable. The wind blasted the tiny harbor-side 
park we’d tried to persuade ourselves Charlie was enjoying, 
and the relentless damp wormed into our minds. We pleaded 
our way out of the contract, went back to the mountains, 
and felt we’d taught ourselves a lesson. But still there was 
restlessness. We didn’t quite know what it was until a year later 
when, sick of the joyful screaming from the day-care center, 
finding it harder and harder to concentrate on her work, and 
less and less inclined to return the rubber balls over the fence 
before Charlie got his teeth into and deflated them, T. found, 
online (again), a tiny farm at the edge of town. 

It wasn’t just that. In fact two things were coming together. 
On health grounds I’d decided to leave the university, if I 
could. A bad leg I’d had for decades—misdiagnosed—had 
recently been joined by a bad hand and, seeing a neurologist 
at last (my powers of denial are impressive), I’d been told I 
had MS, the perfect writer’s disease, I sometimes joke, since 
the letters also designate “manuscript.” Then, twelve months 
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later, a family curse catching up with me, I also had a heart 
attack, “silent,” as in completely painless, but a stark wake-up 
call nevertheless. Perhaps it was time. The university, once a 
place of thought, freedom, and light, had begun to seem a 
grim factory run by automatons, turning some of my nice, 
carp-like colleagues into piranhas (my last animal metaphor 
there, if I can help it: see it as a farewell). 

We called the agent and arranged an inspection. It was 
love at first sight. Two sloping acres. At the top, on the cleared 
part—the old farm—a weatherboard house with a deck, a 
veranda, and a high kitchen window with a sweeping view 
over what I’ve come to call the Hidden Valley, and, just 
below, a two-room log cabin, empty but for a pot-bellied 
stove and a yellow, out-of-tune piano, that I could turn into 
a library. There were large water tanks, a vegetable garden, a 
farm shed attached to the bottom of the cabin, horseshoes 
nailed to its uprights, an old chicken coop just below it, an 
old swimming pool (but how often would that get used, up 
here in the mountains?), and, at the bottom, over a rusted, 
tumbling fence, a second acre of protected bush, “hanging” 
swamp, a creek. There was thick bush, too, all along one side, 
an untouched property, also protected. Huge peppermints 
and stringybarks, large tree ferns, a pair of black cockatoos 
flying high overhead. We finished the inspection by driving 
around to the bottom of the property, to get a better view 
of the swamp. It had been a gray day, but the sun had just 
broken through. Looking up, I gasped at a broad patch of 
bright emerald-green through the trees, realized with delight 
and wonder that it was grass just below the cabin. 

It seemed too good to be true. We kept looking for the 
catch, became only the more uncertain when we couldn’t 
find it. We’d have to buy it immediately, well before selling 
the house on Railway Parade, and that’d be tricky. We made 
three attempts to climb the lawyers’ stairs to sign the contract. 
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After the second we went to see the farm again. Needing a 
few minutes to think, I walked down by myself to the 
rickety middle fence and stared into the trees, listening for 
I don’t know what. Silence, and then, suddenly, a splash, as 
of some large animal bathing. What was it, a kangaroo? a 
swamp wallaby? A thrill went through me. It seemed a sign. 
I turned around, still thinking, and walked up to the cabin, 
was “inspecting” the tank there, my mind racing with ideas, 
when I heard a rasping croak above me. I looked up and saw a 
huge, glossy white cockatoo staring down from the guttering. 
He seemed to be asking me what I was waiting for. 

It’s one thing to move onto a little farm, however, and 
quite another to write about it. That—this—has a different 
beginning. The precise moment is lost in time, but I think 
it was while we were in the first inner-city rental house—
the house we first brought Charlie into, where he’d shivered 
so much under the dining-table—that a vegan friend and I 
agreed, over the phone (he was in Western Australia), that 
animals had had a poor rap in Australian literature, and that 
perhaps we should write something about this, as a way of 
exposing animal cruelty more generally. A vague project, at 
first, but one which has grown and diversified. I think of this 
book as a part of it, one channel in its delta.  

Eighteen months or so later, maybe sensing that our 
project was changing direction, this friend asked me to list 
some of the things I might want to write about. The animal in 
philosophy, I said (nothing like ambition!), and problems about 
writing about animals in the first place, because already I’d 
started to encounter these, the way the language itself seems 
stacked against them, conditioning us, subliminally, to keep 
up the cruelty—and then, I don’t know, perhaps I was looking 
at Charlie as I spoke, wondering yet again where his trembling 
was coming from, and Charlie, outrageous as the idea seemed; 
I’ d like to try to write a biography of Charlie.
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Almost as soon as I got off the phone I began to see that 
last idea as untenable. A biography? Of a dog? Hadn’t Virginia 
Woolf failed disastrously at just such a project?1 But there’s 
another part of me that sees such things as challenges. If 
something seems untenable then perhaps it’s because it suits 
the status quo to have it seem so, and so is all the more reason 
one should attempt it. For a year or two, as I got started on 
some of the other essays, the idea kept coming back. At some 
point I began making entries in my notebook—some of them 
form the basis of the next two chapters—and then, in one of 
the first weeks on the little farm, sitting at my newly installed 
desk in the cabin, one of the five black cockatoos from the 
bushland next door staring from the lone peppermint at the 
southern fence, I started to write (“Poor Charlie,” I began, 
going back, thinking of the previous year or two), and kept 
it up, a little each day, not knowing if anything would come 
of it. About Charlie. About dusk anxiety. About writing. 
Eventually about the boys. And straying into places I’d never 
really thought about before.   

That was November 2012, our second month at the 
farm. We weren’t far into the third—we’d as yet told no one 
about our refuge dream—before a friend called, to alert us 
to the plight of two sheep, asking if we could possibly give 
them a home. And within two days—I’ve said T. works 
quickly—they were with us, Jonathan and Henry-Lee. It had 
been forty-five years since I’d even touched a sheep, but by 
the time December was over they were wandering into the 
cabin, wandering into the tomato beds, wandering into the 
sentences, pointing out what a fool I’d been to ever think that 
I could write about Charlie alone, or write about animals (or 
writing, or literature) without them.

1 Flush (1933).
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Poor Charlie. I think he suffers from dusk anxiety. Every 
night, while we’re preparing dinner, sitting there in the 
kitchen, placing himself exactly between the two of us as 
if determined to trip us up, quivering. Not constantly. It 
comes in waves. But the waves are lengthening, and the calm 
intervals between them shortening, as if the quivering were 
just catching breath. 

At first, when this quivering wasn’t so bad, I thought he 
was putting on an act to get attention. They say the breed 
trembles anyway—the “pure” breed of fox terriers. He’s a 
fox terrier cross—with what, we’ve never been able to work 
out (Andalusian, I used to tell people at Wentworth Park)—
and I suppose he could have inherited this part of them. His 
right hind leg, too, has trembled, intermittently, since the 
operation3, especially after he’s been running. He stands there 
with Vinny or Maddy or Lucia, his park friends, waiting for 
the ball to be thrown, and his leg quivers like crazy. He’ll 
quiver, too, when he’s nervous or excited, in anticipation. 
Sometimes it’s accompanied by a strange guttural panting. 

2 Written at the little farm but about our time on Railway Parade.
3 Explained in the next chapter … 
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We once thought this was asthma—it still might be (or an 
allergy to hay)—but we’ve also realized it can be anticipation. 
He’ll do it when we’re down in Sydney, for example, taking 
a right turn from Parramatta Road on our way to see my 
daughter and her partner, which for him is to see Muppet and 
Ellie, his best dog friends from almost the beginning of his 
time with us.

But this trembling, now, is more pronounced. Every 
evening this summer, when, though it’s still light outside, 
we’ve gone into the kitchen to prepare dinner. Could it be to 
do with food preparation? The chopping board? The sound of 
the cleaver on wood (although all we ever cleave is vegetables)? 
But why, if that is so, doesn’t it happen at lunchtime, since we 
prepare food together then, too? 

I think it’s dusk anxiety. I took him onto the deck one 
evening to watch the sunset, and he was quivering there, too. 
I remembered Temple Grandin’s cattle press, how holding a 
steer tightly will supposedly calm him down, and so for the 
first few nights, seeing it so much worse, I’d pick Charlie 
up—I do it often enough anyway, pick him up and stand him 
on my lap to watch T. as she prepares her part of the dinner—
and hold him tightly against my chest, but while holding him 
tightly constricts the trembling, it doesn’t stop it. 

One night T., who’d been chopping vegetables while we 
watched, came over towards us, and I noticed that as soon as she 
started to approach he stopped quivering. But now I think that 
was just coincidence. She’s said the same when she’s been holding 
him, that as soon as I’ve turned to look at him he’s stopped 
quivering. But further tests have thrown this into doubt. The 
one most consistent factor, it seems to me, is dusk itself. 

Twilight. Half-and-half light. The time between things. 
They say dusk is the time when you can escape, slip through 
the crack between the world of day and the world of night. 
According to Yeats, Irish villagers not all that long ago would 
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warn their children not to be out at twilight for fear of being 
taken by the Sidhe or “people of the mounds”—ghostly, 
romantic, bigger-than-life beings—and find oneself spirited 
away into the world of faery. (Fancy that: being led, through 
that crack, by a dog, a few sheep, some ducks, a rat, to find 
oneself, as once so long ago I dreamt I might, in a secret 
kingdom of grass.)

I’d forgotten about it, dusk anxiety, until I came upon 
mention of it a few months ago on the internet. I’d never 
known it had a name, but I recognized it immediately. I once 
had a friend who had it, though she, too, I think, wouldn’t 
have known what to call it. Probably, back in the early 1980s, 
it hadn’t yet been given its name. But every evening, for a 
while between 5 and 7 p.m.—its range varied with the seasons 
and the light—she’d become quiet and sad, for no reason she 
would ever explain. It came on as the light was fading and 
would leave once night set in. She’d even cry sometimes, and 
wanted to be left to do so. Sadness is okay, she’d say: people 
have to be allowed their sadness. She seemed to be saying it as 
much to herself as to me.

Does Charlie feel a particular sadness? I just don’t know. 
Sometimes, as I watch him thinking, it seems to me I see a 
shadow cross over his features. We’ve even thought, on at least 
two occasions, that he’s had a breakdown of sorts, or was in 
the midst of one. Now that I push myself to try to describe it 
(is the choice to write, in this regard, a choice to push?) I think 
that, yes, these breakdown moments could well have been 
plunges into depression. In T.’s study once, in that tiny house 
in Glebe, he was lying in his beanbag staring a long time at 
a blank wall, when suddenly he began to tremble and pant 
in anxiety, as if he’d seen a ghost there, or some frightening 
memory had just come to him, or he’d sensed something, far 
off on our horizons, that we had no idea about. That’s another 
thing I’ve learnt, that dogs hear things, smell things, that 
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we have no notion of.4 We’re annoyed when a dog raises his/
her head and growls, or races outside to bark at nothing. It’s 
hardly ever nothing.

But there. The quivering might have a name. Enough 
people must have experienced it to have called for one. Dusk 
anxiety.   

There’s a certain logic to it. It’s not unusual to feel 
invigorated in the morning, optimistic about how much you’re 
going to be able to get done in the hours ahead, only to find 
the energy and productivity wane as those hours pass. You 
look back and find you’ve only done a fraction of what you’d 
planned. Work finishes. You face the night. You can turn your 
back on a lot of domestic things during the day—problems, 
arguments, loneliness—but in the bus or car on the way 
home, in the dusk, you’re preparing yourself to deal with them 
again. It’s very likely a mood as old as human society—older. 
I wouldn’t be surprised if, at some great distance behind us, 
but a part of us for so long it’s almost hardwired into the brain, 
genetic knowledge, there wasn’t a very real anxiety brought 
about by night as the time of greatest danger and vulnerability. 
When we went—go—back into the safety of the cave. When 
fires are lit to ward off marauding predators. When someone 

4 “I don’t know how many tiny muscles there are in a dog’s nose,” I wrote 
after a trip with Charlie. “I leant back to look at him in the car today when 
I felt his muzzle on my shoulder—I wasn’t driving—and there it was, wet 
and healthy within inches of my eyes, every muscle, every nerve at work, 
a glistening, miraculous organ taking in, as it seemed to me, a thousand 
directions at a time, attuned to the briefest trace, the most fleeting scent as 
we sped along, no one, single aroma, as it seems to me that I get, albeit in 
succession, as I move through the world, but a teeming array, caught by a 
faculty that makes radar seem simple; alert, beyond imagining, attent, so 
in the moment that there is no time for past or future—almost enough to 
make me feel exiled from the world.”
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keeps watch, so that others aren’t attacked in their sleep. A 
kind of momentum gets us over it, most of the time. Things 
have got you going through the day, you’re distracted, and 
then suddenly it’s night, and you’ve got through it. There are 
rituals—the gym, the drink after work—but if something 
interrupts them it can be very different. I know that if ever for 
some reason I fall asleep in the afternoon and wake at dusk, it 
can be bleak, disorienting, as if I’ve lost a thread. 

But what of Charlie? What ancient thing is coming out 
of his bones, his muscles, the billions of neurons in his brain? 
Why might it be worse lately? Why, if it is there, isn’t it causing 
his trembling constantly? What could it mean that it comes 
and goes? What could it be that, at last, after six years with us, 
has brought it on again (he used to tremble a lot when we first 
brought him home from the refuge)? Could some propensity 
have always been there, and something else, some particular 
stress upon one or another of the autoimmune systems, served 
as a trigger, weakening the defenses against it? If he gets 
depressed, let’s say—if something else depresses him—could 
that depression let some older anxiety out? But what could 
that be? We impose so many wounds upon the animals we 
think of as our pets or companions; taking them away from 
their mothers so early—barely weaned, if that—is only the 
beginning.

•

A brief digression. When writing about animals there is 
always, it seems, an elephant in the room—or, rather, since 
one of the first things you realize when you start to write 
about animals is that it’s paradoxical and self-defeating to 
draw lazily upon that vast horde of animal expressions in 
our language (killing two birds with one stone; letting the cat 
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out of the bag; an elephant in the room) the principal effect of 
which is only to reinforce, subliminally, our ancient prejudices 
and barriers against them—there is always a Human in the 
room, a very large Human, towering over us, to whom most 
of us are trying very hard, and often very successfully, to 
seem oblivious. It has many faces, many voices, many idioms. 
We’ll meet it over and again (notice I call it it, rather than 
she or he, much as we tend to speak of animals) if only in 
the process of trying to avoid it. And it’ll be saying various 
things. As I wrote the previous paragraph, for example, it 
was accusing me, yet again, of anthropomorphism. Perhaps 
I should explain why I am not much bothered about that. 
To anthropomorphize is to treat animals as if they were 
in some way human. To speak of them, for example, as if 
they could experience “human” emotions, such as “love” or 
“grief” or “embarrassment.” This is apparently a poor and 
unobjective way of conceiving. Science—for, although the 
proscription against anthropomorphism has spread through 
the “humanities” like a contagion, it’s from scientific quarters 
that the accusation most often comes—would have us use 
instead such terms as “pair bonding,” “separation anxiety,” 
etc. 

I’ve got a few objections to this, but I’ll restrict myself 
to two. Firstly, the idea that we can view anything from 
some position of “objectivity” above or beyond the human 
is simply naïve. As Nietzsche said, we see all things through 
the human head and cannot remove that head. Merely to 
think is to anthropomorphize. Secondly—more importantly, 
as far as I am concerned—barbarity itself begins with the 
thought that we are so different from the creatures we live 
amongst that we cannot know or even hazard how they feel. 
This is not only a lie to ourselves, for in many cases in the 
experience of almost all of us, we do know how some animal 
or another feels (at home the scientist knows how his/her dog 
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feels, and yet “officially,” in the laboratory—this phenomenon 
is known as doubling5—has no idea), but, since what is called 
anthropomorphism is central to what we call empathy, and 
since empathy is fundamental to compassion, in the denial 
of anthropomorphism is that repression of empathy which is 
fundamental to the horrific abuse of animals which has always 
scarred this civilization (and almost every other civilization I 
can think of ). 

Writing about the animal is always fraught territory. Even 
the term animal itself can be seen as objectionable, a blanket 
term that the Human in the Room uses to keep “them” at 
a distance and preserve the myth of its (i.e., that Human’s) 
essential difference. Certainly Derrida thinks this: 

I avoid speaking generally about animals. For 
me, there are not “animals.” When one says “animals” 
one has already started … to enclose the animal into 
a cage. … [T]o say “animal,” and put them all into 
one category … is a very violent gesture.6

But here—and what else could be expected of a logos that 
has in effect shut out non-human animals for millennia?—is 
one of those instances where what we might call a human 
logic doesn’t serve very well our attempts to think the animal. 
There’s no doubt that, as an umbrella term, “the animal” is an 

5 A term I take from Robert Jay Lifton’s The Nazi Doctors: Medical 
Killing and the Psychology of Genocide (Basic Books, 1988), in which he 
outlines the psychological splitting which enabled medical staff in the death 
camps to deal with the work required of them. (Please note that, and some 
hideous experimentation upon animals notwithstanding, I am not drawing 
any comparison between scientists and workers in the death camps.)
6 Transcribed from a filmed interview. The point is made more 
extensively in The Animal That Therefore I Am (Fordham University Press, 
2002), 31/2.
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act of intellectual violence, as Derrida says, but if, as he seems 
to imply, one must then, instead of using “the animal,” list 
one by one all the species to which one may be referring, one has, 
given the magnitude of the task, effectually silenced oneself. 
Throughout this book, therefore, the term “the animal” (or 
“animals”) will continue to be used, albeit “under erasure” 
(another Derridean term), so as not to erase. 

Have I drifted away from Charlie, his trembling and 
dusk anxiety, the house on Railway Parade, the little farm 
upon which we’ve eventually come to rest? I’m not sure I 
have. “Realize,” Leonardo da Vinci is reported to have said, 
“that everything connects to everything else.” There are days 
here in the mountains when a mist rolls in suddenly, a bright, 
eerie whiteness so thick that everything disappears, the house, 
the great trees, the sheep in their paddock scarcely a dozen 
meters away. It would be ridiculous to say that language is 
like that, that our realm of ideas is like that, but would it be 
so ridiculous to say that there is more mist about them—more 
of the world about us that is hidden from us, by them—than 
we know?
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Introduction:
Banff and Reno

Not far from the blue waters of Lake Louise, we descended into 
a small meadow. I was hiking in Banff National Park with Reno 
Sommerhalder, a proud native of Switzerland who is an internationally 
recognized bear naturalist. A thoughtful, meditative, and persistent 
advocate for bears around the globe, he lectures on them frequently 
throughout Europe and has published well-received memoirs about 
his life among grizzlies. I knew taking a long walk with him in the 
Canadian Rockies in search of bears was bound to be an adventure. 

We were only an hour or so into our hike when we decided to head 
off-trail to seek out the bears. Ahead of us was Mount Assiniboine 
Provincial Park, and the backcountry between it and the more popular 
areas of Banff promised ideal habitat for bears. Just before we turned 
west toward the border of British Columbia, however, a young woman 
emerged from behind a ridge and walked our way. When she was 
only a few meters away, she hailed us. 

“Hello,” she said. “It’s a perfect day!” 
She was right. The day had started with some cold, early morning 

mist, but the skies had cleared, and a bright sun was shining, warming 
us from an autumn breeze that was flowing down from nearby peaks. 
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Snow had already fallen in higher elevations, and that night, it would 
dust our tent as well, but now, midmorning in the fullness of the 
rich, sunny air, it seemed like a perfect day. 

The young woman who called out to us was Vladmira Lackova, 
an outdoor enthusiast who has worked around the world in various 
nature parks. She is a native of Slovakia, and her Facebook feed looks 
like an adventure travel website. A savvy and experienced world 
traveler, she has set foot in more remote places than most of us could 
ever hope. That day, high in an alpine meadow in the shadow of 
Assiniboine, she would unwittingly change my life. 

Vladmira told me that bears lived in Italy, an idea I found so 
disorienting that I expressed not just surprise but outright skepticism. 
She was, however, insistent. Not only are there bears in Italy, she 
said, but they are brown bears. She saw my incredulity and leaned 
toward me, cast her eyes around as though sharing a secret, and said 
with a mocking fake whisper something that to my mind made her 
claim cross into the realm of genuine absurdity. 

They live, she said, barely an hour’s drive from Rome.
I looked at Reno. Vladmira looked at Reno. I searched for some 

sign of a joke—two Euro-somethings playing tricks on the American 
in the Canadian Rockies—but it never came. Instead, there was only 
Vladmira’s final assertion. 

They are, she insisted, very, very special bears.
Reno echoed the sentiment, and I realized that he, too, knew 

about Italy’s bears. Indeed, he knew them quite well. A wilderness 
guide, he leads bear observation trips around the globe and has been 
deeply involved in European bear campaigns. He ushers adventurers 
to Alaska, and he is one of the few people Russian officials permit to 
lead trips into Kamchatka to see the remarkable bears there. If you’re 
an American, he’s your only ticket to that part of the world. He is 
as conversant with bear conservation issues and as knowledgeable of 
different bear populations as anyone on Earth, so Vladmira’s story 
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about Italian bears was no surprise to him. He suggested it should 
not be to me either.  

I did not know how to make sense of it. Brown bears were the 
stuff of remote wilderness and high mountains. How could they live so 
close to Rome? Yet they do, and they have for longer than any written 
record that exists. The history of Rome means absolutely nothing to 
them, and neither does their proximity to so many millions of people. 

There are, of course, bears within an hour’s drive of other major 
metropolitan areas around the world. Within an hour of Calgary 
or Denver you can find bears, and, if you’re clever enough to know 
where to look, you might find them a short drive from San Francisco 
or LA. Certainly, not far from Seattle and Portland you can find 
bears aplenty. But outside of Rome seemed impossible to me. In some 
ways, it still does. Despite years of outdoor guiding and education, 
I had never heard about bears in Italy.

As it turns out, I am not alone. Anyone I have spoken to after that 
day in the Rockies seems as surprised as I was, and equally incredulous. 

“Black bears?” many of them ask.
“No, brown bears,” I say, usually following this with an 

anticipatory rebuttal: “I’m not joking.”
Doubt is warranted, I think. We associate Italy with ancient 

history, Tuscan landscapes, great wine and food, astonishing art, 
religious and spiritual traditions, fierce pride in local customs, and 
any number of stereotypes about the people who now call themselves 
Italian Americans, but few of us conjure images of nature—at least 
in the sense of wilderness and the wild—when we think of Italy. The 
land is too old there, too saturated with human civilization, and too 
long developed by human industry and culture.

But brown bears persist there. Against all odds and in contradiction 
to what most of us think we know about human-animal interaction, 
they have found a way to survive in the face of one of humanity’s 
oldest societies.



4 INTRODUCTION

The journey to my understanding of this startling fact has been, 
predictably in hindsight, hardly straightforward, and this book is an 
attempt to try to suss it all out. My hope is that this book provides 
some sense of the history of the bears there while tracing in as clear 
a way as possible the complicated relationships between humans and 
animals in that part of the world. As a foresterio, the term some Italians 
use to label an outsider or even interloper, I recognize significant 
limitations to what I might accomplish. My ability to penetrate the 
richness and nuance of the Italian experience, let alone the extensive 
scientific work being done on behalf of the bears, is certainly worthy 
of some skepticism in its own right. To try to compensate, I relied 
throughout this project on the goodwill and genuine devotion of too 
many people to count. While stories shifted and changed as different 
people told me about their lives with the bears, it was rare that one 
story contradicted or undermined the truth of the incredibly complex 
issues surrounding conservation in Italy. Their different stories were 
like the various colors a prism casts, none outshining the other but 
each sparking from a central, crystalline truth, which is this: The 
bears in Italy need help.

It turns out that there is more than one population of brown bears 
in Italy, and understanding the distinction between the two—one 
the last vestige of a former time that persists against all odds and the 
other a great experiment in rewilding that, if successful, promises to 
change how we see not only Italy but all of Europe—is one of the 
aims of this book. To understand that distinction is to face difficult 
questions about the possibility for relocating “wild,” large mammals 
in places like Europe. It is also, however, to encounter promising 
opportunities for reshaping natural environments all over the world. 
Italy provides a compelling case study that has been a millennium 
in the making, and there are surely few comparable experiments 
in beast-human cohabitation to Italy’s with bears. If we can make 
sense of that example and if we can generalize to even the slightest 
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degree what Italy’s bears can teach us, we will be equipped to carry 
out fundamental changes in how humans and animals interact and 
live together. 

Those opportunities seem to me at a critical point. We may well 
be at a “now or never” moment. The stories in both central Italy, 
where one set of bears lives, and northern Italy, where the other set 
lives, are changing, and time is, by most accounts, growing short 
to make a difference. Yet with more discussion about Italy’s bears 
and greater understanding of what it takes to maintain—and even 
rethink—wild space in a decidedly settled land, lasting change is 
possible. The people who have dedicated years of their lives to saving 
the Italian bears may finally receive the backing they need to do their 
work, and if so, they may finally be able to carry their wisdom from 
the quiet corners of rural Italy to the broader world of conservation. 
Theirs is a lesson that we all need to hear.



Part I:  
A Tale of 

Two Bears 



1

Wilderness and Italy’s  
Alpine Bears

He claims he was minding his own business when he was attacked. 
Daniele Maturi says he had been foraging for mushrooms just north 
of the village of Pinzolo, Italy, when he spotted the bear. It was 
a female with two cubs, and, according to Maturi, the beast did 
not provide an opportunity for him to retreat. She simply attacked, 
knocking him to the ground and taking vicious swipes at him. She 
ripped at his leg and foot and pressed him into the ground with her 
great forepaws. Maturi tried to roll away, clawing at the ground to 
pull himself from the attacking animal. He was certain he was about 
to be killed, and as he struggled, he became more desperate to get 
away. He hit the bear, striking her snout, then reached out on the 
forest floor, trying to find rocks and branches, anything he could use 
as a weapon. He escaped only when the bear unexpectedly stopped 
her attack and returned to her cubs, trotting away into the woods 
and leaving him behind, bloodied and broken.

Maturi moved as quickly as he could to get out of the forest. A 
gash down his left leg hampered him, but when he finally emerged, he 
was conveyed to a hospital and treated for his wounds. The physical 
trauma was not as extensive as it could have been. No major organs 
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or arteries had been damaged, and aside from the slashing wounds 
from the claws, the bear had done little else to hurt him. She had 
not bitten him, and she had not broken any of his bones or torn flesh 
from his body. Despite the emotional trauma from the encounter, 
Maturi had been, in many respects, fortunate. A wild brown bear is 
capable of killing a man with a single blow to the head or neck. He 
walked away relatively unscathed.

The attack on Maturi in August of 2014 was from a relatively 
well-known bear named Daniza, who until the attack had been 
known as a quiet and peaceful animal. Despite her positive history, 
sensationalized news stories quickly filled newspapers after the attack, 
condemning the bear. Media flooded the area to cover the event. 
One report announced “Bear Attack!” Another, quoting the victim, 
ran the headline, “I Was Afraid I Would Die!” By July of 2015, the 
province of Trento, where the attack occurred, was calling for a cull 
of “dangerous bears,” even though the proclamation offered little 
guidance in how to identify and locate such bears. Taken as a whole, 
the stories about the attack and about bears in the area led inevitably 
to one idea: The only good bear is a dead bear.

At the same time, local environmental groups launched an offensive 
aimed at redirecting outrage over the event. Daniele Maturi became 
the subject of sustained personal attacks on his character. He went by 
the nickname “Carnera,” a reference to an Italian boxer and movie star, 
and seemed to some too eager to be in the spotlight. Protests erupted 
outside his apartment, and he began receiving death threats online and 
through the mail when his contact information was made public. One 
postcard, postmarked from Bologna, punned on the scientific name 
for a grizzly bear, Ursus arctos horribilis, in order to make its point: 
“We wish you a year horribilis, to happen to you about as bad you 
can imagine so that Daniza and her children will be avenged. It was 
all your fault, mushroom picker with no other work. Stay at home!”

Various groups began to question Maturi’s account of the attack, 
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in particular the idea that he simply stumbled on the bear while out 
looking for mushrooms and that he had fought off the bear with his 
bare fists. They called him a liar, referred to his nickname as evidence 
of his overblown sense of self-importance, and argued that no real 
investigation of Maturi’s claims was ever made. The implication was 
that he simply made up the entire attack and that local officials were 
complicit in a cover-up.

The reason? 
For many who doubted Maturi’s story, it all came down to money. 

He was, they claimed, the employee of a ski resort whose plans 
for expansion were halted because Daniza was known to have cubs 
that were ranging in the proposed development area. With Daniza 
out of the way, the environmentalists argued, the ski resort could 
return to its plans to build more slopes and more condominiums. For 
them, Maturi was the boob sent to do the bidding of the developers: 
Demonize a bear in order to remove it from the area and thus pave 
the way for the resort expansion. 

Daniza was part of a bear reintroduction campaign in the 
Alps that was controversial from the outset. Life Ursus, a program 
sponsored by the European Union, was an attempt to repopulate 
central Europe with wild brown bears. The Life Ursus team studied 
various possibilities for a reintroduction plan and determined that 
the Italian Alps provided ideal habitat for new bears and that a 
particular group of eastern European brown bears had the best chance 
to make the transition to Italy. They culled animals from a thriving 
population in Slovenia, where bears in some areas outnumber people, 
handpicking males and females who presented the best opportunity 
for procreation.

Slovenia has a remarkably large and diverse bear population. 
Some estimates put the number around 2,000 bears, so the choice to 
import bears from Slovenia seemed obvious. The bears are abundant 
and healthy there, and taking a small group of both males and females 
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over a period of years would likely have little effect on the remaining 
population. So, in 1999 and then again in 2000, the project managers, 
measured in their approach but optimistic in their plan, trapped ten 
Slovenian bears and transported them to northern Italy.

The bears’ new home, the Adamello-Brenta Provincial Park, is 
renowned for its beauty and surprising wildness. Situated just over a 
mountain range from the growing province of Trento, the park boasts 
more than fifty lakes in an area under 500 square miles and bridges 
two major ranges of the Italian Alps: the Brenta Dolomites group 
and the granite Adamello-Presanella massif. Between the ranges runs 
the Sarca River. The valleys that rise up from the river are dotted 
with villages and ski slopes. High mountains, some reaching more 
than 9,000 feet, ring ancient glaciers. Streams course down from the 
mountains and feed verdant fields below. 

The park is an extension of an area called the Dolomites, a 
UNESCO World Heritage site of stunning natural beauty and 
ancient history. Marmots screech their calls into the wind throughout 
the summer, and the elusive ptarmigan struts across windblown 
snowbanks in the winter. Marten scavenge along creeks, and chamois 
leap from rock to rock in scree fields and rugged canyons. Impressive 
castles and forts perch on hilltops, highlighting the fact that the 
region has witnessed tides of cultural change brought by war, trade, 
and shifting national and provincial boundaries. During World War 
I, a secret fortress was built high in the mountains, complete with 
countless tunnels and hidden lairs, and during World War II, the 
area became part of an underground network of passageways for Jews 
escaping the Holocaust. The local dialect reflects ongoing changes 
in culture and influence, with some citizens in the area speaking 
German, others Italian, and still others a remnant language, Ladin, 
whose roots are long since forgotten. The language sounds like a 
cross between Italian and German, but Roman vestiges suggest that 
a heritage from Italy’s capital colors the linguistic oddity. It is as 
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unique to the area as Creole is to parts of Louisiana, and thousands 
still speak it.

Brown bears have always favored the area, so officials expected 
the Slovenian bears to adapt well to their new home, but Life Ursus’s 
introduced bears thrived beyond all expectation. By 2005, dozens 
of cubs had been born, and the mountains were once again home 
to brown bears. Headlines like “The Great Bear Comeback” ran 
in Der Spiegel, Germany’s equivalent to the New York Times, and 
project managers spoke openly about their hope for further expansion. 
They cited the fact that the bears had already ventured outside the 
reintroduction area, and in 2004, they noted, bears began to move 
into Austria. In May of 2005, a wild bear set foot in Switzerland 
for the first time in more than 100 years, making a grand entrance 
by wandering into a village where sightseers and well-wishers got 
startlingly close to the animal to take pictures. One Swiss paper ran 
the headline, “THE BEAR IS BACK!” The enthusiasm was palpable. 

But it was not universal. Not everyone was thrilled with the idea of 
bears returning to the Alps. Opponents of the reintroduction campaign 
voiced skepticism that bears from another country would be able to live 
in Italy without disrupting human activity, and the program ignited 
wide debate in Italy about the significance of wildlife to cultural identity. 

Despite the fact that in the second half of the twentieth century 
Italy led the world in the establishment of nature parks, the average 
Italian’s experience with nature remains couched in a centuries-old 
preference for human settlement. The image of a pristine natural 
habitat hardly features in the Italian cultural imagination, even though 
the country witnessed a virtual explosion of park creation. Most 
Italians have little sense of how their country stacks up to preservation 
attempts across Europe and the world, highlighting the fundamental 
truth that Italian culture has rarely prized nature conservation. 

More than one writer has pointed out that the Italian language 
has no word for wilderness. There is no direct translation of the 



14 CHAPTER 1

word—or even of the idea. Most translations derive from words for 
forests or woodland, but wilderness in the way that much of the rest 
of the West imagines it has no clear referent. It is not a concept that 
carries significant cultural currency and thus has never really needed 
a word. There is no strong nature writing or eco-poetry tradition in 
Italy, nor is there a widely recognized tradition of pastoral painting 
or landscape photography. In Italy there is no Thoreau equivalent any 
more than there is an Ansel Adams. This is not to say that there are 
not important practitioners or artists in those fields, but as far as an 
established and widely recognized tradition, Italy is stunningly silent. 

This is a reflection of a pretty basic fact: Italy represents human 
achievement, not untouched wilderness. In a country where culture 
and the arts continue to receive serious consideration from many 
quarters of the population, very few native Italians have any desire 
to visit the wilderness or experience “the wild” in the way that Arctic 
or Alaskan or Siberian explorers might. Such a thing sounds quaintly 
American, or, perhaps, northern European. “Roughing it” or “sleeping 
under the stars” is something that people of the hinterlands do. The 
Italians spent a thousand years clearing the land to ensure they would 
never again have to struggle with the wild, and the memory of the 
time before, when vandals and tribal warlords raided the countryside 
and great beasts roamed the woods, is etched into the Italian mind. 
One senses its presence in the villages perched on hilltops and the 
massive walls surrounding many of the cities to this day. They are daily 
reminders of human triumph over the natural world and persistent 
evidence of human triumph over forest and mountain predators. 
Human advancement meant conquest of nature—and its wild animals. 

Especially bears.
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Introduction 

As a society, we have a curious relationship with animals. 
Some animals we welcome into our homes and our lives. We 
tell them we love them. We call them our children. We become 
inconsolable when we lose them.

Other animals do not receive such adoration or protection. 
Some are viewed as nuisances, others as expendable. We keep our 
distance from these species. We use words like anthropomorphize so 
as not to get emotionally attached. We create mental hierarchies of 
animal intelligence so we may prioritize one species over another. 
We create barriers in our minds and on our lawns and in our legal 
systems to keep animals in their place and us in ours.

The stories in this anthology call attention to the many walls 
we have constructed. 

At Ashland Creek Press, we believe that literature has an 
important role to play in not only reflecting the world around 
us but in changing it for the better. This anthology grew out of 
a desire to publish writing that re-examines and re-imagines our 
relationship with nature—specifically, with animals. 

It’s a relationship in need of serious therapy.
The stories you will read here are as diverse as the species they 

depict, yet they also have much in common. Many of the stories 
underscore the equalities among humans and animals. “Aren’t 
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You Pretty?” and “Beyond the Strandline” reveal that the grief 
and loss experienced as a result of injury and death are equal, 
regardless of species. And in “Litter,” we experience firsthand 
the world through a stray dog’s eyes.

In “Pelicans,” we witness how an understanding of one 
species is vital to the survival of another. In “Greyhound,” a 
rescued animal plays the role of rescuer. And in “The Weight 
of Things Unsaid,” a baby turtle reminds a mother of two 
losses, human and animal, and the unbearable weight of each. 

Some stories reveal that people who live on the edge of 
wilderness are often those most in conflict with it. In “Bad 
Berry Season,” a park ranger does her best to keep bears and 
people apart, an increasingly futile effort with tragic and 
surprising consequences. In “Blue Murder,” a farmer who is 
at odds with the local birds finds himself inexplicably drawn 
to an individual one.

The apparent contradictions between the animals we 
love and the animals we kill are not always so apparent to the 
characters of some stories. In “Emu,” we watch the narrator 
tenderizing pork for dinner while praying for the sparing of 
a stray who showed up behind her home. In “Meat,” a child’s 
eyes shed light on the inconsistency of our society’s yearning 
for “guilt-free” meat and the compassion we have for our pets.

And in “The Ecstatic Cry,” a penguin researcher in 
Antarctica resists people, only to find that connections are 
similar in the animal and human worlds. 

Sometimes, these connections emerge via the spiritual 
and mythological. In “The Boto’s Child” a woman has an 
encounter with a mythical dolphin, and in “With Sheep,” 
the lines between human and animal are blurred beyond 
distinction. In “Alas, Falada!” a zookeeper in mourning for an 
eland finds solace in a fairy tale.

“Miriam’s Lantern,” the last story in the anthology, deals 
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with those who are last. In this haunting tale, a man must 
witness the extinction of a bird species, knowing that he 
played a role in its demise. 

Day and night I brooded on letting the bird go. 
Together the two of us, of unrelated but closely connected 
species, from separate but closely related cages, would 
rise up into the sky—

I hope you enjoy these stories as much as we have, and 
that you’ll share them with others. 

Ultimately, it is our hope that this collection, while 
bringing us into so many different and varied worlds, sends a 
larger message as well — that we are all animals sharing this 
planet, and it is up to human animals to be better neighbors. 

—John Yunker 



Among Animals:
The Lives of Animals and Humans in 

Contemporary Short Fiction

“Any animal lover or connoisseur of high-quality fi ction 
will appreciate this collection and the artistry of its 

contributors.” —Booklist

“Very fi ne literary fi ction.”
—The Chattahoochee Review

“Among Animals is as provocative as it is urgent, and as 
accessible as it is emotional.” —The Goose: A Journal of 

Arts, Environment, and Culture in Canada

To learn more and purchase: 
www.ashlandcreekpress.com/books/amonganimals.html

Check out the second edition of Among 
Animals at: www.ashlandcreekpress.com/
books/amonganimals2.html





Love & Ordinary Creatures

A novel by 

Gwyn Hyman Rubio

Press
Ashland

Creek



O past!  O life!  O songs of joy!
In the air—in the woods—over fields;

Loved!  loved!  loved!  loved!  loved!
But my love no more, no more with me!

We two together no more.

— Walt Whitman, “Out of the Cradle 
Endlessly Rocking,” Leaves of Grass
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One

WHEN CARUSO OPENS HIS DARK EYES WIDE, he can will himself 
above the world. His pupils dilate as he soars back in time—seeing 
and remembering the Murray River, its muddy dark waters, thick as 
blood, snaking through the casuarina trees, the sun squatting like a 
gigantic monolith on their dangling, reed-like branches. He feels the 
heat, a volcanic blast of white, then senses the flurry of wings and 
the air currents above, below, and around him. With loud, raucous 
cries, the undulating wave of white breaks over the leafless trees. Yes, 
Caruso can remember these things, these primordial memories of his 
life before it changed.

The past disappears and the future becomes irrelevant the instant 
he focuses on Clarissa, lying white and still in the sunroom on the blue 
chaise longue in front of him. His pupils dilate and contract, pinning 
with pleasure, while he stares at her round, pink shoulder, free of the 
white silk robe.

“Claaa-risss-a.” If she doesn’t wake up soon, they’ll run out of time.
She turns her head slightly. Her red hair parts to expose her white 

swan neck. On it, a few inches down from her left ear, is a mole, small 
and black as a papaya seed. The wooden blinds are open. A breeze wafts 
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in from Silver Lake Harbor. Shafts of sunlight pass through the long, 
wide windows. Outside is the low thrum of a fishing boat as it slices 
through the water. 

“Claaa-risss-a.” He tries again, his voice more insistent. She promised 
to take him to the beach.

She mumbles and partially covers her face with the curve of her 
elbow. If he could, he would preen the white hairs on her forearm, then 
rub his body against the underside of soft pink flesh. She wiggles her 
dainty feet, and her brightly painted toenails catch his attention. They 
are orange, the same shocking color as the flowers of banksia, growing 
wild in the bush beyond the Murray River. If he could, he would draw 
his beak like a feather over those gems of orange.

He leans forward on his perch, lengthens his white neck, whiter than 
hers, and peers longingly through the bars of his home, catty-cornered 
from where she lies. He can stand it no more. How long has she been 
napping? Hours, it seems, and he’s been patient thus far. If he dared, 
he would undo the snap hook and lock, steal through the cage door, 
and nest in her hair. If he dared, he would escape, not to the open sky 
but to her open palms. If he dared, if he dared, if he dared—but then if 
he dared, she would know that he is smarter than all the authorities of 
books on psittacids suggest he is—that he is smarter than the porpoise, 
the whale, the gorilla, and Ruthie, the four-year-old girl who lives next 
door. “Claaa-risss-a,” he says a little louder.

He could pass the time rappelling up and down the chain attached 
to the top of his cage. Such ridiculous repetition, like a lazy mountain 
climber conquering the same slope again and again. Nor does he desire 
to jangle the yellow rattle she gave him last year. He is not her child. 

Impatient, he maneuvers himself to the side of his cage and begins 
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to clink his way down the bars in an effort to rouse her. He could release 
a siren-like shriek, so shrill it would send her lurching upward, wildly 
blinking her sapphire-blue eyes, but he must control himself, or else 
the thing he most fears could happen. He could lose her. He lowers his 
eyelids and looks inward.

Fear. There is danger all around. Prey, he is, and has been for more 
than twenty-six million years. In the bush of Victoria, he is constantly 
aware of predators lurking. He is vigilant when he forages for wheat 
seeds, when he plunders sweet papayas in groves that go on for miles. 
Damned as pests, he and his flock have been shot at and poisoned 
through the centuries. If not vigilant, he can be swallowed by a carpet 
snake camouflaged in a she-oak or hidden by a branch of eucalyptus 
leaves. If not careful, he can be seized by a saltwater crocodile, by a 
nighthawk, by a feral cat. He is a wild creature. Descending from the 
dinosaur, he has existed forever. Instinct and learning have taught him 
how to search for food, entice a mate, and defend his nest. He was born 
in a time before time—in an everlasting spiritual cycle when life was 
dreamed and formed. He was created in the distant past, in the present, 
and in the future, in the Everywhen, which the Aboriginal people call 
the Dreamtime. From the vast void of the universe, the Great Mother 
Warramurrungundji rose up from the ocean to create the land and the 
people. Soon thereafter, the spirit animals made the rocks, mountains, 
and trees, and it was the sacred duty of the Aborigines to protect the 
land and all the wild creatures. Is he a wild creature?

Curling his toes around the solid bars, Caruso performs a lively 
shimmy, shaking the cage even more. All he wants is to be paroled—from 
these four walls, this prison, this hole in a tree, this safe haven—in 
order to be near her.
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“Caruso,” she mumbles.
Does he dare?
“Caruso. Caruso,” she says, pursing her lips, twisting her head one 

way, then another, her voice lilting and melodic. A blend of mountain 
twang and bluegrass drawl.

Does he dare?
“Caruso.” She yawns loudly, before her body becomes still once more.
Fretful, he begins to throw himself back and forth, thumping the 

legs of the cage against the white linoleum. The yellow rattle scoots 
across the wire-meshed bottom. Water sloshes over the edge of his 
drinking cup onto the dog biscuit below. The framed photograph of 
her grandmother on the bookshelf topples over. The blue Wedgwood 
plate trembles on the painted chest. The wooden blinds, extending the 
length of the wall next to him, begin to clatter.

Her eyelids flick open. “Caruso!” she calls out, annoyed.
Like a child who has been caught doing something he shouldn’t, 

he comes to an abrupt stop and timidly swivels his head toward her.
She eases herself upright, maneuvers her long legs over the side of 

the chaise longue, and plants her delicate feet, much too small for her 
height, on the floor. “Naughty boy,” she scolds, wagging a finger at him. 
Her fingernails, unlike her toenails, are never polished. She vigorously 
shakes her head, her lax curls bouncing, as she rises. “Naughty, naughty 
boy,” she says, “not letting me nap today.” 

Her bare feet make tiny sucking noises across the floor. She unlocks 
the cage door, pushes up the sleeve of her robe, and offers her left arm 
to him. “Up,” she says, giving him the command, as though he would 
ever refuse to perch upon her alabaster skin. He lifts his foot, trying not 
to appear too eager, and—perfectly poised, with no need to use his beak 
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for balance—steps up. She moves her arm forward slowly and steadily, 
all the while praising him. “Good boy, sweet boy,” she coos, bringing 
him close to her face, breaking one of the cardinal rules.

He remembers when she used to read them aloud to him. They would 
be sitting in the sunroom—she on a Shaker-style stool beside his cage, 
he on his perch inside it. He can clearly recall the book because the 
profile of the Sulphur-crested Cockatoo on the cover was a reflection 
of him—with his headdress of yellow feathers, fluffed up, and his gray-
black beak spread wide, revealing the dark-tipped knob of tongue. “Keep 
the bird away from your face at all times,” she had read in her babyish, 
seductive voice.

“Kiss me,” she says now. She puckers her wide, full lips. He leans 
forward and brushes his beak, strong enough to crack a Brazil nut, 
against her soft, moist flesh. She is not afraid because he has never 
bitten her, and he would smash his beak against a rock before he would. 
Light shoots through the prisms of colored glass, dangling by fishing 
line from the sunroom windows, fracturing the whiteness of her body 
into hues of red, purple, and blue.

Clarissa, his dazzling hen! His Eclectus with her sapphire-blue eyes 
and her velvet head of red. Clarissa! His chimera! His impossible fantasy.

“Up,” she says again. He breaks another rule and ascends to her 
shoulder.

“Why can’t you perch on my shoulder?” she had asked while they 
read the book together. Lifting her head, she crinkled her eyebrows in 
thought, staring right through him. “Oh, here,” she said, her eyes on 
the page again. “If I let you perch higher than I am, you’ll think you’re 
the boss,” she had read, giggling deliciously as she drew her finger 
beneath the reason.
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How can he describe that giggle? It was the twittering of a hundred 
sparrows swooping down to feed. It was the sound of wind chimes 
tinkling in a gentle breeze. It was light skipping over raindrops during 
a summer shower.

She stands staring through the sunroom windows at the restaurant 
where she cooks. He knows that even on her day off, she is thinking 
about her work. He shifts around to look where she looks. If the light is 
right, not too sunny, he can get a clear view of her through the kitchen’s 
wide glass panels, but most often she takes him with her. On those days, 
he watches her from an ornate cage positioned beneath the ancient live 
oak at the far end of the restaurant’s terrace. “That cage is straight out of 
Victoriana,” she often complains, but she keeps it anyway because the 
owner of Crab Cakes, an antique dealer who spends most of his time 
on the mainland—managing stores in Wilmington and Beaufort—was 
nice enough to give it to her when she confessed she couldn’t afford 
to buy one.

 Yawning, she heads for the kitchen, where the sunshine is splashing 
through the glass top of the door. Beyond the deck, he can see the 
deep pink pom-poms of crape myrtle fluttering in the breeze and can 
hear the little girl laughing on the rope swing next door. Clarissa goes 
behind the T-stand. He knows what to do. Moving off her shoulder to 
the plank of her arm, he steps up to the metal perch, keeping his eyes 
on her as she sways casually to the sink on the other side of the small, 
square room. Wrapping her fingers around the tap, she gives it a quick 
twist. Water pours from the rust-mottled spigot. She picks up a juice 
glass on the drainboard, fills it up, and drinks slowly, as though it is 
nectar from the gods and not warm tap water. She turns the flow off. 

“Claaa-risss-a,” he sings, making the most of his voice, but he’s a 
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cockatoo, and human speech is not his strongest asset. Leave this gift 
of mimicry to the African Greys, as a way to compensate for their 
homeliness, he thinks. “Caruso loves Claaa-risss-a. Caruso loves Claaa-
risss-a,” he croons, futilely trying to mimic the great Italian tenor for 
whom he’s named.

It was Theodore Pinter who named him this. Caruso recalls the 
sound of the singer’s booming voice on the scratchy vinyl records the 
old man had played. “Enrico Caruso was a large man,” Theodore Pinter 
would say while he turned the disc over. “But his size was his greatest 
attribute because it gave heft to his beautiful, golden voice. Sing like 
the maestro,” he’d ask Caruso. “Make your voice soar like his.” And 
Caruso would struggle to imitate his namesake. 

“You’re certainly no Enrico,” Clarissa says, pivoting back around, 
trailing her finger down the side of her long, flat nose.

A month ago, he’d overheard Beryl, her best friend on the island, 
saying, “If I had your strong bone structure and flawless skin, I’d never 
complain about my looks again.”

“Cherokee bone structure and Scots-Irish coloring don’t mix,” 
Clarissa had shot back, unconvinced.

Her profile might be less than charming, Caruso thinks, but her full 
face—staring at him now—is enchanting. In truth, she has a handsome, 
captivating face. A face committed to his memory forever.

It was the old man’s failure of memory that had led Clarissa to him. 
After a series of small, undetected strokes, Theodore Pinter began 
to lose track of his days. Algae would bloom green in Caruso’s water 
bowl. Larvae would wiggle. Once, when the old man forgot to feed 
him, Caruso had escaped from his cage late at night and foraged 
for food in the kitchen. Eventually, Theodore Pinter was placed in a 
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nursing home and Caruso in a pet store.
In the beginning, though, life with the old man had been calm and 

stable—if boring. A retired headmaster from an elite boys’ school in 
Greensboro, Theodore Pinter believed there was a time and place for 
everything. Unlike Clarissa, he knew how to be firm and asserted his 
dominance over Caruso early on. Theodore Pinter was the alpha bird, 
the one in charge. “I was a competent headmaster because when I was 
a teacher I learned how to obey intelligently,” the old man had told him. 
“Now, you must learn how to obey me.” He ran his long, tapered fingers 
through his thinning hair. “I train you because I’m your teacher, because 
the more self-disciplined you are, the freer you’ll be,” he had said again 
and again, treating Caruso with the same wise, rigid civility that he 
brought to bear on his students as he taught basic obedience skills to 
his bird, and during the three years that Caruso had lived with him, 
he had grown to respect and like, if not love, the old man.

“I love you, Claaa-risss-a,” Caruso warbles, staring into her eyes.
“I love you, Caruso,” she replies.
Caruso wishes he had Zorro’s gift of gab. If he did, he would say 

something special to her now, the way Zorro had responded to the 
customers at the pet store. “Pretty bird. Pretty bird,” they’d say to the 
blue-and-gold macaw. “More than pre…tty. Beau…ti…ful,” Zorro would 
rejoin.

If Caruso were Zorro, he could’ve imitated Enrico’s singing, put a 
teardrop into his voice, and pleased the old man.

If he were Zorro, he’d fill Clarissa’s ears with songs performed by the 
old timers. “The original stylists,” she calls them, whenever she plays 
their recordings. If he were Zorro, he’d mimic Nina Simone’s jazzy sound 
and the heartfelt blues of Billie Holiday before performing a rendition 
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of “Is That All There Is?” in the sexy, honeyed voice of Peggy Lee. If 
he were Zorro, he’d echo the unique style of Frank Sinatra and Tony 
Bennett, then croon like her favorite—The Velvet Fog, Mel Tormé—whose 
mellow, rich baritone sounds as if his jaws are packed with wheat seeds.

“Mel Tormé. Mel Tormé. Mel Tormé,” Caruso says suddenly.
“In your dreams,” Clarissa teases, gliding toward him, coming to 

a halt in front of the T-stand. She spreads out her shapely arms, her 
white silk robe cascading, transforming her limbs into wings. Closing 
her eyes, she rocks from side to side and sings in a thin, pretty soprano 
not a jazzy tune but an old ballad from the highlands of Kentucky, 
her birthplace. He has heard it many times before. Today, she sounds 
a little more like her beloved Jean Ritchie. “‘All in the merry month of 
May/When the green buds they were swellin’,’” she begins, her voice 
gently lilting. “‘Young William Green on his death bed lay/For the love 
of Barbry Ellen.’” 

He closes his eyes and tries to lose himself in the sweetness of her 
voice. He pays close attention to the lyrics, wants to lock them away 
in his memory, but much to his surprise, his mind begins to drift off, 
and before he knows it, his body is winging high above the earth. “Oh!  
there once was a swagman camped in the billabong/Under the shade 
of a Coolibah tree,” he thinks, the old tune returning as he flies over 
the vast brown desert.

“‘He sent his servant to the town/To the place where she was 
dwellin’,’” Clarissa sings on.

On the parched ground below, he spots the clusters of spinifex grass 
and the patches of turpentine bushes. He breathes in—the piercing scent 
of turpentine invigorating him. “And he sang as he looked at his old 
billy boiling/Who’ll come a-waltzing Matilda with me,” he remembers, 
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his heart thumping out the words. Ahead, he notices a flock of pink 
Galahs roosting in a solitary wattle tree, dressed in yellow blossoms.

“‘Sayin’, “Master’s sick and he sends for you/If your name be Barbry 
Ellen.”’” She catches him in the net of her voice, pulling him back down 
to her.  

“Matilda!” he cries out, confused, plinking his dark eyes open. 
“And who’s Matilda, you bad boy?” she asks him. “Are you two-timing 

me?” She giggles.
How could she say such a thing? he thinks, his yellow crest falling.
“Did I say something wrong?” she asks, reaching out to stroke his head.
He senses the love coming from her fingers, seeping through his 

feathers, her affection growing bigger and stronger with each caress 
of her warm flesh against his skin. Her love is so great now his small 
body can no longer contain it, and it oozes from him, filling up their 
cozy cottage, spilling from the windows and into the sandy yard. There, 
it flows freely around white oleander bushes and flagged red cedars 
before whirling down Fig Tree Lane, pouring into Silver Lake Harbor, 
and drifting out to sea—away from Ocracoke Island.

“Mama will make you feel better,” she says.
Mama, he thinks, the insult jerking him from his reverie. 
No, he objects, with an indignant shiver. She is not his mother. 

She is his goddess. His dazzling Eclectus Parrot, with her sapphire-
blue eyes and her velvet head of red. She was his fantasy before the 
world was dreamed and formed—his chimera, when there was no word 
for yesterday, no word for tomorrow. She was his present on a huge 
continent, insulated by an ocean of water, that kept the language of 
regret and expectation at bay. She has been his beloved—now, always, 
and forever.
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Preface

I pulled up to a house, not sure I was where I wanted to be. 
None of the homes in this rural North Carolina neighborhood were 
numbered, at least not that I could see.  

I got out of the car and stepped onto the edge of the property. 
Glass and plastic bottles, metal canisters, cigarette boxes, and 
household trash littered the yard, which was a tangle of knee-high 
grass and overgrown weeds. There was no sidewalk, no pathway to 
the front door, just a dirt driveway leading to the side of the house. 
Five very large cats sat on wooden stairs just outside the front door; 
others slinked through the deep grass—perhaps at one time feral, 
they now looked well fed.  

I wasn’t sure I could do this. 
The entire drive here my mind had been racing. Would I find 

the house? Would anyone be home? What would I say, showing up 
as I was about to do, completely unannounced? I didn’t want to be 
accusatory. I just wanted to find out how Galen and her litter ended 
up in Gaston County’s animal shelter. 

The air was thick and hot, as it often is in North Carolina in late 
August. The house’s windows were open, and I could hear muffled 
talking. I could even make out a man sitting at a table smoking.  
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Standing there, absorbing my surroundings—the trashed lawn, 
the run-down mobile home—I found myself hoping I was at the 
wrong house. I took a few steps onto the property, my eyes focused 
on the cats. They stared back but didn’t relinquish their posts. I have 
an irrational fear of cats, stemming, I think, from being scratched 
when I was about five years old. So rather than knock on the door, 
I stood my ground and called out, “Excuse me!” 

Moments later, a man, fiftyish perhaps, in jeans and an untucked, 
rumpled yellow button-down came to the door, cigarette in hand. He 
gave me a quick once-over before stepping outside, onto the landing. 

I spoke first. “Hi. I know this may sound like an odd question, but 
did you, by chance, turn a litter of puppies over to Gaston County’s 
animal shelter about two years ago?”

He shook his head. “Don’t got a dog.” 
“I’m looking for house number three-fourteen. Would you know 

which property it might be?”
He shook his head again. 
Silence.  
Then he pointed over his shoulder and gestured behind him. “I 

think a house over that way has dogs.”  
I thanked him, and a moment later I was back in the car, bumping 

along the unpaved road. The houses were small but stretched apart, 
each on about two acres.  

Again, those nagging questions. Did I really need to know how 
Galen came to be in the Gaston County shelter? It would change 
nothing about our relationship or my love for her. At the same time, I 
really did want to know, to understand. After all, I was more than 600 
miles from home, and, at this point, I felt like my journey—inspired 
by Galen—was about so much more than one quirky, not-so-little 
canine. The more people I spoke with, the more research I did, the 
more I was beginning to grasp the complexity of the crisis—in the 
South, certainly, but throughout much of the rest of the country, too: 
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America has a dog problem. It’s somewhat hard to believe, as nearly 
sixty million U.S. households have at least one dog and Americans 
spend tens of billions of dollars annually satisfying our dogs’ needs 
and our wants. (After all, Fido isn’t the one who asked for that 
rhinestone collar, cashmere sweater, or organic pet food.) 

I knew Galen was unwanted—she was surrendered to the shelter 
by her owner, and the odds were good that Galen was part of an 
accidental litter, as so many shelter dogs are. Her story, as I was 
beginning to understand, is one that unfolds daily all across the 
country. Yet Galen’s story, unlike the stories of hundreds of thousands 
of other dogs, would have a happy ending.     

I pulled in front of another house—gray, with several cars 
crowding the driveway—and looked through the passenger window, 
into the yard, for any sign of canine inhabitants.  

That’s when I saw them—two dogs—one tied to a tree several 
hundred yards to the left of the house and one tied to a shed at the 
rear of the property. 

I took a deep breath and stepped out of the car.  
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My family was absolutely not ready for a new dog. It was the 
fall of 2010, and my husband, Kevin, suggested we wait until at least 
spring—after all, he kept saying, who wants to take a puppy out to 
pee in the middle of the night … in the middle of winter? I certainly 
didn’t want to, our daughters were too young to, and Kevin made 
clear he wouldn’t. We would wait. 

Yes, we would wait.  
Then, sometime in late October, I started browsing through Petfinder, 

the online database that connects homeless animals with people looking 
for a new pet. I told myself I was just getting a sense of how the site 
worked so that, come spring, I’d be all set to start a serious search. 

Looking back, I’m not sure what sent me to Petfinder, or how 
I even knew the site existed. I had never engaged in the kind of 
months-long dog searches many people conduct before adopting a dog. 
Gryffin had come along sort of like an unplanned pregnancy, with 
no forethought, no prior discussion. Later, I’d learn that spontaneous 
adoptions aren’t uncommon. A 2011 PetSmart Charities survey found 
that just over 40 percent of pet owners said they’d done nothing before 
acquiring their pet—no search online or in pet stores or shelters, no 
discussion with breeders or even friends.
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During one of my daily browsing sessions, I stumbled on a picture 
of Sherman, a handsome five-month-old black Labrador retriever 
who, his post read, liked carrots, was almost fully house-trained, 
and was living in a shelter in West Windsor, New Jersey, just a few 
towns south of us. For a few days, I couldn’t shake Sherman from 
my mind: good-looking guy, right age, geographically desirable … 

Ultimately I showed his picture to my daughters—Lindsey, 
who was then eight, and Dhani, then six. They asked the inevitable 
question: Are we adopting him?

“No,” I said. “I’m just looking. But he’s cute, isn’t he?” 
Later that evening, Kevin and I were in our bedroom getting 

ready for bed and prompting the girls to do the same. Lindsey, our 
queen of nighttime procrastination, lay on her stomach at the foot 
of our bed, feet swinging back and forth, head cupped in her hands. 
Suddenly she pronounced, “Lindsey is not Lindsey without a dog.” 

Kevin and I exchanged glances. We knew exactly how she felt.  
We were still trying to come to terms with Gryffin’s sudden death. 

Lindsey and Dhani were handling the situation far better than we 
were, but kids have a way of moving on more quickly than adults, 
and Kevin and I considered Gryffin our first child. For us, Gryffin’s 
death, out of the blue as it was, had come too soon.

I had adopted Gryffin on September 7, 2000, from the DeKalb 
County Humane Society in Georgia. The decision made no sense, but 
in a rare moment of spontaneity—I am, perhaps, the least spontaneous 
person you’ll ever meet—I did it anyway. 

Back then, Kevin and I were engaged and living in Philadelphia, 
but as a producer with CNN, I would commute to Atlanta a couple 
of times a month. On one trip, a girlfriend introduced me to Caleb, a 
ten-week-old puppy she had just adopted. I’m not sure whether it was 
her powers of persuasion—she was determined to find homes for his 
siblings—or the few minutes I spent playing with the puppy, but the 
following day I found myself at the shelter staring at Caleb’s littermates, 
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particularly smitten by one guy in particular. He was a blend of 
bronze and black fur, and as friendly and clumsy as his siblings, but 
he seemed the calmest and least affected by the hubbub of the shelter. 
I took the little guy’s picture and e-mailed it to Kevin. Despite my 
having no intelligent answer to his most obvious question—“Couldn’t 
we just adopt a dog in Philadelphia?”—Kevin humored me, and our 
conversation turned to potential names. On Kevin’s recommendation, 
I had just finished several books in the Harry Potter series, so talk 
turned to all things Potter. We immediately nixed the name “Harry,” 
thinking it too obvious a reference to the series, which was nearing its 
height of popularity. But Gryffindor—Gryffin for short—resounded 
in our ears; it was restrained, subtle, yet the connection would be 
evident to anyone who’d read even one of the books.   

The next day I called Delta Air Lines to make sure Gryffin could 
fly coach with me to Philadelphia—I wasn’t going to adopt him if he 
had to fly cargo—filled out the Humane Society’s application, paid 
the mandatory $80 “donation” fee, and became a mother.

Gryffin’s papers from the Humane Society identified him as a 
“retriever-chow” mix. From the moment I saw him I was never sure 
whether “retriever” referred to a Labrador or a golden, because he 
looked like a mix of the two. As he matured, he developed a Labrador’s 
shape but a golden’s dark gold coloring; his fur was longer than a 
Lab’s but shorter and thicker than a golden’s. His chow lineage was 
evident in the dense fur that surrounded his neck, the purple spots 
that dotted his tongue, and the regal way he carried himself. He 
was a gorgeous dog, and when I would take him for walks around 
Philadelphia, people would stop me to inquire about his breed. “Pure 
mutt,” I would tell them with pride, as if I had something to do with 
his good looks. 

Gryffin’s personality also reflected his mixed-breed heritage, with 
the chow in him most strongly defining his character. The American 
Kennel Club describes the chow’s personality as catlike and uses words 
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like “independent” and “aloof” to describe the breed’s temperament. 
Gryffin was all that, and remarkably gentle. No dog has ever taken 
a treat from my hand as tenderly as he did.  

After Lindsey was born, I started referring to Gryffin as our Secret 
Service agent because he was always around but never underfoot. 
He would position himself in whatever room of the house we were 
in but at a distance. He wasn’t the type of dog who nudged his head 
under your hand while you were sitting on the couch to demand 
that you pet him; he was the type who tolerated you when you lay 
on the floor beside him to stroke his soft fur because he understood 
that allowing you this time benefitted you more than it did him. 

Gryffin was my son, my teacher, and my protector. As my first 
child, he brought out maternal instincts I didn’t even know I had, 
and he prepared me to be a mother to my two daughters. When 
we lived in Philadelphia and Kevin was spending long days and 
overnights in the hospital training to become a gastroenterologist, 
we never installed an alarm system because we had Gryffin. When 
we moved to New Jersey, Kevin and I joked that we bought our 
home especially for the dog because our city boy now had two acres 
of yard to patrol—no squirrel, groundhog, bird, or bunny was safe 
when Gryffin was around. I loved to watch him and my daughters 
romp in the backyard, especially during the winter, when the frozen 
ground was thick with snow. Only once in their lives together do I 
recall my girls getting angry at their brother, and that was after he 
tackled a snowman they had worked so hard to build. 

Almost ten years to the day after I adopted Gryffin, Kevin decided 
to take him hiking in the Sourland Mountains, a not-so-rugged but 
picturesque preserve just minutes from our home. Lindsey joined them, 
and the trio set out a little after ten o’clock. It was Rosh Hashanah—
the Jewish New Year—the day, the Jewish people believe, that God 
decides the fate of all living things. It was a beautiful morning—blue 
sky, bright sun—and we would be going to synagogue that afternoon. 



9 

Jacki Skole

Kevin thought a hike in the mountains would tire Gryffin sufficiently 
enough that he would sleep while we attended services. 

Not long after the three left, Kevin called my cell phone. Gryffin, 
he told me, wouldn’t jump out of the car. They were coming home. 

Back in the driveway, Kevin opened the Prius’s hatch; Gryffin 
lay on his side, completely still, except for the slow and rhythmic rise 
and fall of his broad chest. I gently stroked his fur and asked him 
what was wrong. As I did, he slowly lifted his head and looked at 
me, as though he wanted to tell me something. I could see pain in 
his eyes. I kissed his forehead and whispered, “I love you.”  

That was the last time I saw him.  
The vet at the emergency animal hospital told Kevin that a tumor 

tucked behind Gryffin’s ribcage had burst and that his stomach was 
filled with blood. We hadn’t seen this coming, and I don’t think 
Gryffin had either, because the previous night he had played ball 
like a puppy, and that morning he had eagerly jumped into Kevin’s 
car to go hiking. Now Kevin, who loved that dog from the moment 
he laid eyes on him, and who affectionately referred to him as “my 
son,” could do no more than comfort him as the vet delivered a 
life-ending medicinal cocktail.

At home, I cried. Then I called the girls into my bedroom, got 
down on my knees to see into their eyes, and kept crying as I told 
them that Gryffin wasn’t coming home. I think they started crying 
and hugging me before I got all the words out, and I recall wondering 
what effect, if any, Gryffin’s passing would have on them—they were 
still so young.

As for Kevin and me, Gryffin’s death left us numb. In the days 
immediately following, when Lindsey or Dhani would ask if we 
were getting another dog, our answer was always, “Yes. But not 
yet.” We needed to grieve; we needed to process the suddenness and 
unexpectedness of our loss. I agreed with Kevin that putting winter—
and time—behind us made sense; perhaps by spring, the thinking 
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went, our heartache—now so raw—would have begun to heal. 
In the 1980s psychologists began studying—and taking 

seriously—the grief people report feeling after a pet dies. Their 
findings may not surprise those who’ve lost their best canine or 
feline friends, but researchers discovered that the grief triggered by the 
loss of a beloved companion animal can surpass the grief associated 
with the death of a human companion, even a family member. 
The day-to-day interactions and interdependence that ground the 
human-pet relationship lay the foundation for what can become a 
profound and anguished bereavement.  

 All I know is that there I was, weeks after Gryffin died, looking 
at dogs on Petfinder. Not just any dogs: dogs in Central New Jersey 
who were less than one year old. After seeing Sherman’s picture and 
showing it to Lindsey and Dhani, I even called the rescue group to 
inquire about him, but I was quickly shot down by a woman who 
told me she wouldn’t give Sherman to a family that didn’t have a 
fenced-in yard. We have an invisible fence—most of my dog-owning 
neighbors have invisible fences—but the woman wouldn’t negotiate. 
I was taken aback by how quickly she brushed me off—Sherman 
needed a home, and we could offer him a great one. (I’ve since learned 
that invisible fences are quite controversial within the animal welfare 
community and that many rescues refuse to adopt their dogs to homes 
that have them. Among the reasons: Invisible fences don’t keep out 
animals or people who might do harm or be harmed, and once dogs 
cross the fence, they will often not return onto the property for fear 
of inviting another electric shock.)     

Several weeks later, still surfing Petfinder, I came across pictures 
of six puppies being offered for adoption by a Flemington, New 
Jersey, rescue group. They were adorable, as all puppies are, but what 
caught my eye—in addition to their proximity to my home—was 
their breed mix. The postings said the dogs were Australian shepherd 
and Labrador retriever, two breeds with reputations for being good 
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with children, smart, and easy to train.  
The rescue organization had a curious name: It was listed on 

Petfinder as Catnip Friends Cat Rescue, but all I was concerned about 
at the time was whether this rescue would let us adopt a dog even 
though we didn’t have—and weren’t getting—a fenced-in yard. The 
woman I spoke with on the telephone asked me a few questions about 
whether I had ever owned a dog, and I told her about Gryffin—how 
I’d adopted him a decade ago and how we’d lost him suddenly and 
recently. Then I asked if she had any issues adopting dogs to families 
whose yards are enclosed by invisible fences. She told me she cared 
more about the quality of the people adopting her dogs than what kind 
of fences they had. And, by the way, if we wanted to see the puppies, 
they would be in Raritan, a town neighboring ours, that Saturday.

I kept returning to my computer to look at the puppies. Kevin 
was still adamant about waiting to adopt a new dog—I think he 
felt guilty that we would even consider replacing Gryffin so soon. 
I felt that guilt, too, but I also felt an emptiness that needed to be 
filled. No matter how much I loved Kevin and the girls and they 
loved me, they just couldn’t fill that space, which is funny because I 
didn’t even know that space existed until Gryffin came into my life. 
Now I knew I couldn’t let it remain empty.

To my great relief, Kevin humored me—just as he’d done when 
I’d called from Atlanta wanting to adopt a dog—and agreed to go 
with me to see the puppies. We left the girls home with a sitter because 
I needed Kevin’s full attention to persuade him we were ready to let 
a dog back into our lives; he wanted my full attention to persuade 
me we were not.

The local Agway, a hybrid garden and pet store, may have 
been less than ten minutes from our home, but we had never shopped 
there before. The rectangular store was small, its aisles to the left of 
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the entrance packed with lawn and garden products, its aisles to the 
right crammed with pet products. We turned right, and as we neared 
the back I saw cats in cages stacked three high, a reddish-brown dog 
that resembled a fox splayed out on the floor eating a bully stick (a 
popular and not inexpensive chew toy made from the penises of 
bulls), and a dog pen crowded with puppies climbing over each other, 
hustling for human attention. Five of the dogs were black with a 
random white spot here or there; one was a speckled gray-black mix.

The woman in charge told me her name was Linda, that the 
puppies had arrived that morning from North Carolina, and that 
before being transported north they had been in what she called “a 
high-kill shelter.” None of that information registered with me at 
the time. I just wanted to hold a squiggly little puppy, run my hands 
over its soft fur, and stare into its innocent eyes.   

Kevin and I picked up each puppy one at a time to get a sense of 
each dog’s individual personality. Even when puppies are about eight 
weeks old, you can get a sense of which guy is more rambunctious, 
which gal is more skittish, and which pup seems mellower than the 
others. I was committed to adopting a dark-haired dog for no other 
reason than our home has dark hardwood floors, and I had spent too 
many minutes of every day vacuuming up Gryffin’s golden locks, 
which seemed to taunt me with their ubiquitous presence. I also 
presumed we would adopt a male because Kevin repeatedly joked 
about Gryffin being his ally in a house full of women. 

But as I tested the temperaments of the black-furred boys, Julia, 
the petite gray puppy with eyes lined black like Cleopatra’s, was 
squirming her way into Kevin’s broken heart. I thought the puppy 
was a little funny looking; to me, she shared an uncanny resemblance 
with Stitch, the blue doglike alien from the Disney series Lilo & Stitch, 
but Kevin liked her unique look. The next thing I knew, Kevin was 
telling me that if I was truly ready to deal with all the work—and 
potential headaches—that come with adopting a puppy, he would 
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support me, but he was sorta, kinda leaning toward Julia. I interpreted 
that to mean we could adopt a dog as long as we adopted this one.

For $250 in cash and a promise to spay her, Julia was ours. On 
the car ride home, I broke out my BlackBerry to look up girls’ names. 
In the Jewish religion it is customary to name a baby after a relative 
who has passed away. It is said this keeps the person’s memory alive 
and, in a metaphysical way, forms a bond between the soul of the 
newborn and of the deceased family member. For me and Kevin, 
it was a given that our new pup would be named after Gryffin, so I 
started down the list: “Gabby, Gable, Gabriela … ” When I got to 
“Galen,” Kevin stopped me. The name held no significance to me, 
but he’d learned in medical school that Galen was the name of an 
Ancient Greek physician who today is considered one of the most 
influential physicians of all time. As if to confirm we’d hit on the 
right name, a quick web search informed us Galen meant “calm,” 
which is, of course, the canine temperament we were hoping for in 
our new dog. In a nod to her Southern roots, we chose “Belle” as her 
middle name: Galen Belle.  

When we arrived home, we called Lindsey and Dhani to the 
family room and let loose their pint-sized sibling. “Galen’s a Southerner, 
like Gryffin,” I told them. “Only she’s from North Carolina.” I don’t 
think they heard me, and in truth, they probably didn’t care where 
she was from. They just wanted to hear that she was theirs to keep, 
and they wanted to pet her and to hold her. And so, in true sisterly 
fashion, they proceeded to argue over who would get to do so first.

Galen and I got acquainted on my kitchen floor, where I was 
immediately taken by how emotionally needy she was, far needier 
than I recalled Gryffin ever being. When Gryffin was a puppy, he just 
wanted to be in the room Kevin and I were in, and then he would 
happily settle down and entertain himself with a chew toy. Not Galen; 
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being in the same room with us wasn’t enough. She wanted to be on 
our laps—mine, Kevin’s, Lindsey’s, or Dhani’s—and she’d whine 
if she wasn’t. So, over the course of a good many weeks, I spent a 
good many hours sitting on one of Gryffin’s two-inch-thick brown 
dog beds, my back flush against a cabinet door, with Galen curled 
up on my lap chewing a bone or her stuffed hedgehog, or nibbling 
my fingers with her tiny, razor-sharp teeth. Not knowing how much, 
if any, time she’d had with her mother, I turned pop–veterinary 
psychologist and wondered if the neediness I perceived stemmed 
from a broken maternal bond or reflected feelings of abandonment. 

At night, so Galen didn’t feel alone, and so I could hear her cry 
when she needed to go outside, she slept in our bedroom in a toddler’s 
pack-and-play. We were crate training her, but neither Kevin nor I 
wanted to schlep the crate to and from its perch in the family room 
every morning and every night, so we decided the pack-and-play was 
a perfectly acceptable substitute.  

Getting up with Galen in the middle of the night brought back 
memories of being a new mom and waking with my girls for their 
nighttime breast feedings. But I have to say, Galen treated me far 
more kindly than my newborn daughters ever had. Unlike them, she 
did her business quickly—by that I mean she peed in the yard—and 
after I returned her to the pack-and-play, she went right to sleep. In 
no time, this baby girl was sleeping through the night.

During the day, because I teach at our local community college, 
my schedule was flexible enough for me to drop in to spend a little 
time with Galen. We would go on mini-excursions around our 
backyard, and I noticed that the closeness Galen craved inside the 
house extended to the outdoors; she would explore her surroundings 
only if I explored with her, step by step. Of course, the benefit of 
this behavior was that I had no fear she would run away, but I did 
wonder about her apparent lack of curiosity. 

Then I discovered Galen didn’t even want to leave our property 
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for a walk. I would leash her up and start down the driveway, and 
she would sit down. At first, I thought she simply didn’t know how 
to walk on a leash. My vet—to whom I was making regular trips 
since Galen had come to us with an intestinal parasite common in 
shelter dogs—told me dogs need to be taught to walk on a leash 
(I don’t remember teaching Gryffin) and that I needed to take the 
reins of our relationship. I became the alpha, but I felt bad yanking 
Galen’s twelve-pound body along when she really seemed opposed 
to walking; treats of any kind provided little motivation.  

But I kept the pressure on, week after week, and ultimately I got 
her taking regular walks with me around the small, horseshoe-shaped 
development across from our house. The route is about a mile, too 
short for a workout but long enough to notice another quirk of our 
canine: She never peed on these walks; she’s still never peed on a 
walk. She’s like a person who won’t use public restrooms. So Galen 
and I would take our walk—such as it was—and then I would send 
her into the backyard to do her business. 

I wish this had been her only urinary issue, but she had what 
veterinarians call “submissive pee,” a condition not uncommon in 
puppies and rescue dogs but a common gripe of dog owners who 
don’t appreciate their otherwise potty-trained dogs urinating on 
their hardwoods and rugs. Most dogs with submissive pee lose their 
bladder control when greeting people—even people they know well. 
The urination—combined with a cowering posture, tucked tail, and 
flattened ears—is the dog’s way of saying, “Hey, I’m not a threat; 
don’t hurt me.” Galen cowered so low she would turn her head 
sideways and scrape her right ear across the ground while whining 
and whinnying like a horse.  

It got to the point where no one—not me, Kevin, or our 
daughters—would say hello to her anywhere but outside. When 
I would return home from teaching or running errands, I would 
enter the house; rush to Galen’s crate, which sits alongside the family 
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room’s sliding glass door; open the door, then the crate; and make a 
mad dash onto our deck, down the stairs, and onto the grass before 
saying a single word to her. When I was lucky, not one dribble would 
land in the house or on the deck.

On one of our visits to the vet—after Galen peed in the waiting 
room when a vet tech greeted her, and then again, in the examining 
room—the doctor told me dogs often outgrow this condition by the 
time they turn one. I hoped Galen was listening.  

Then one day Galen gave me something else to ponder: She 
stopped walking on our hardwood floors and started slinking around 
the house spy-like, moving from room to room along circuitous routes 
determined by the layout of our area rugs, all the while hanging her 
head and looking like a child who knows she’s done something wrong. 
She even refused to enter the kitchen for meals—we have hardwoods 
there—or for American cheese, her favorite treat, so I started feeding 
her outside. To this day—no matter the weather—she takes her meals 
on our deck and refuses to enter the kitchen. And she continues to 
slink, head low, about the house. “She looks guilty,” Dhani has said 
on more than one occasion. I’ve often wondered what, if anything, 
she might have done or what it is she might fear.

All this is not to say that Galen wasn’t also displaying typical 
puppy behavior and getting into typical puppy trouble. She ate my 
favorite brown slippers, chewed the wicker off a basket that stored 
some of my daughters’ books, left teeth marks on the wooden leg of 
an end table in the family room, and nipped at Lindsey’s and Dhani’s 
ankles—herding them to nowhere. As for my ankles, she preferred to 
nip at them whenever I took the stairs from the second floor down 
to the first. She never nipped at them on the way up. 

When the herding started, Galen was about four months old. 
She had a lot of energy, and I was having a hard time getting her to 
release it. Long walks were still not happening; neither was playing 
fetch in the yard because there didn’t seem to be any type of toy or 
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ball that she liked enough to chase, let alone retrieve and chase again.
Kevin was beginning to get frustrated with my inability to tire her 

out by day because she was starting to harass our daughters at night, 
and the problem was growing worse as Galen grew bigger. It got to 
where the girls couldn’t take the few steps from their bedrooms to 
their bathroom without the dog charging them and nipping at their 
ankles with her sharp teeth. Commands such as No! or Stop!—whether 
issued by me, Kevin, or the girls—went unheeded; if anything, they 
would make Galen’s harassing more frenzied. If the girls tried to push 
Galen away, she would bite at their hands and fingers. They were 
starting to fear her, and Kevin was afraid Galen was going to hurt 
one of them. He even started making subtle asides about returning 
Galen to the rescue if I didn’t control her behavior. At first I didn’t 
take him seriously, and fortunately the girls—despite being the victims 
of Galen’s repeated attacks—didn’t want to see her go. But as the 
herding continued, I could see in Kevin’s face and hear in his voice 
that his threats weren’t empty. 

He knew all too well what a dog could do to a young child in a 
moment of unexpected aggression.

It was July 4, 2003, Lindsey’s first birthday, and we were 
celebrating at my father’s house on the Jersey shore. I was sitting 
on the living room floor next to my dad’s golden retriever, Isaac, 
and Lindsey was crawling about, as she had yet to master walking. 
When she crawled over to pet Isaac, he swiftly and unexpectedly 
grabbed her by the ear, picked her up, and threw her to the ground. 
Kevin, Lindsey, and I spent much of the afternoon in Shore Memorial 
Hospital’s emergency room, where a doctor stitched together the 
very top of Lindsey’s ear, where Isaac’s teeth had torn the cartilage.

Kevin hadn’t been in the living room at the time of Isaac’s attack, 
and even if he had been, there was no way he could have prevented it. 
But he could prevent Galen from hurting his girls, and if protecting 
them meant getting rid of our dog, I believe his thought was: “So be it.” 
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Puppy socialization classes expose puppies to other young dogs in 
the hope that when a dog comes into contact with another—which 
it inevitably will—it will be less likely to respond with fear or, worse, 
with aggression. I viewed the classes as a twofer—they would acclimate 
Galen to other dogs, as well as give her an opportunity to release 
some of that pent-up energy that was leading Kevin to view her as 
a threat to our daughters. 

 The classes—more like a puppy free-for-all—were held on 
Wednesday nights at my vet’s office, in the large waiting area. The 
trainer would ring the exterior of the room with chairs and benches 
for the dogs’ human parents and siblings, and the puppies would 
play in the circle’s center. I watched many dogs play, but not Galen. 
On our first excursion, she hid under a bench and wouldn’t come 
out—not to play, not to eat the treats the trainer sprinkled all over 
the floor, not to drink from the bowls of water she set out. And of 
course, when it was time for the dogs to go outside to pee, Galen 
simply sniffed the grass surrounding the parking lot. We went to 
four sessions, and only once did she venture out from under the 
bench to play with other dogs; never did she pee—she always held 
it in until we returned home. All that stimulation did take the edge 
off her nighttime rambunctiousness, but by morning she was back 
to her unruly self. 

The best advice I got for sapping Galen of some of her energy 
came from a trainer with an affinity for border collies, which, like 
Australian shepherds, are high-energy herding dogs. By the time I 
reached the trainer, frigid temperatures and a snow-filled yard were 
making spending long periods of time outside unappealing to me, 
if not to Galen, and the nighttime ankle nipping was increasing, as 
was Kevin’s frustration. Fortunately, one suggestion—to have Galen 
run up and down the basement steps retrieving treats—did slow 
her down, but only for short periods because she would tire of the 
exercise before the exercise fully tired her. The herding continued. 
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Then, one February evening, Kevin snapped. About eight inches 
of snow had turned the backyard—which stretches two acres to the 
South Branch of the Raritan River—a luminous swath of white, 
and he, the girls, and Galen were outside: the girls making angels 
and poorly packed snowballs, Galen sniffing the snow and bunny-
hopping through it, and Kevin drinking in the whole scene. It’s this 
ruralesque nature of our property that initially drew Kevin to it, and 
at that moment, with the grass and trees blanketed by freshly fallen 
snow, his girls playing, he was having what he affectionately calls “a 
Hillsborough moment,” when all is right in our little world. 

And then it wasn’t. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Kevin saw Dhani fall to the ground 

and Galen jump on top of her. 
“She was nipping at my boots,” Dhani would later tell me. “So 

I started walking, and she followed me. I thought she wanted to 
play, so I ran.” 

Galen, who by now weighed more than Dhani, tackled her.  
“I got up, and she tackled me again.”  
This time Dhani couldn’t get up. She had fallen face-first into 

the snow. Galen climbed onto her back and started wrestling with 
the faux fur lining the hood of her winter coat.

From where he was standing several yards away, all Kevin could 
see was Dhani struggling to get up. He ran toward them, fearful 
that Galen would bite Dhani’s face, the only part of her that wasn’t 
covered in cold-weather wear. He grabbed the dog with two hands, 
lifted her off of Dhani’s back, and threw her into the snow.

Not until that moment—and never since—had I seen Kevin so 
angry. He grumbled under his breath something about giving Galen 
back and being serious this time. But I wasn’t ready to let her go, 
and neither, still, were our daughters.

I gave Kevin his space for the rest of the night, and neither he 
nor I brought up the incident the following day. I hoped he would 
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simply put it behind him and give Galen another chance, or two. 

We ushered in spring as we do each year, hosting our family’s 
Passover Seder. This year our gathering numbered twenty-two. With 
the main course complete, the adults remained at the table talking, 
while my daughters and five of their cousins ransacked my living 
room looking for the Afikomen—pieces of matzo I’d wrapped in tin 
foil and hidden. Galen, I thought, was napping in her crate. 

Somehow, through adult talk and kid ruckus, a steady growl 
caught my attention. 

Galen was under the table growling at my father. For so many 
reasons this struck me as odd, but primarily because prior to dinner 
I’d seen my dad petting Galen in our backyard. But now she was 
glaring at him, releasing a low-grade rumble. Rather than try to 
engage her, my dad simply ignored her and laughed it off; he wasn’t 
much for confrontation with people, let alone dogs. Galen didn’t let 
up until he left our house. 

Galen had previously signaled she was no fan of strange men—
strange as in the plumber, electrician, or contractor who would come 
to fix the routine problems associated with home ownership. She 
would bark angrily at the man before he entered the house, but as 
soon as he came in, she would rush into her crate. She seemed to 
have no problem with women she didn’t know; with them, she would 
wag her tail wildly and whine, begging for attention.  

This fear of men, Galen’s severely submissive nature, and her 
idiosyncratic habits left me filled with questions. We adopted her when 
she was just eight weeks old—what could possibly have happened in 
such a short time to have so impacted her?  

As I wondered about Galen, I remembered that in Gryffin’s early 
years I would question some of his peculiarities, like his outsized 
fear of large black garbage bags and his hatred for boxers; he had an 
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uncanny ability to identify dogs of that breed, and once he saw one, 
he would become uncharacteristically aggressive. I used to speculate 
about what experiences he might have had before I adopted him, but 
all those years ago, it had never occurred to me to look into his past. 

But there was something about Galen, something I saw every 
time I looked into her big brown eyes and at her sweet gray face, that 
seemed to be telling me not to leave it at guesses. If I’m honest with 
myself, I saw something else when I looked into her eyes—I saw a 
woman who had traded career for family, journalism for motherhood, 
and who, while not regretting a single decision, still struggled with 
her identity. 

This may sound a tad crazy—or maybe a lot crazy—but I believe 
that in the early spring of 2012, Galen inspired me to dust off my 
journalistic mantle to find out all I could about how an eight-week-old 
puppy from a North Carolina shelter ended up at a New Jersey 
garden-supply store available for adoption—and why there are so 
many dogs like her making an exodus from the South to live out 
their lives in the North. 

At the time, I had no sense of the enormity and the complexity 
of the situation.

Back then, I knew only that I needed to dig out Galen’s adoption 
papers. They had Linda Wilferth’s contact information, and, as the 
woman responsible for bringing Galen to New Jersey, she would have 
some, if not all, of the answers to my many questions.
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prologue

I brought the hammer down as hard as I could and watched the 
stucco of my closet wall crumble. That was for being dumped by 

Andy Dunn. I raised the wooden handle over my head and brought 
it down again with even more force—a human guillotine. That was 
for Mrs. Schneider’s condescending remark in English class. Another 
bash for my dad for being too busy to deal with me. A slam for my 
so-called best friend, Ashley, for not calling me back the night before. 
And a smash for my mom—for dying—that sent bits of drywall flying. 

I waited until my chest stopped its rhythmic heaving up and 
down, like the waves of the Pacific that I could see from my bedroom 
window. After rearranging my clothing on the hangers so that they 
hid all evidence of my outburst, I stepped out of the closet and closed 
the doors. As usual, the hammering had been therapeutic. I had let 
it all out. 

Or so I thought. 
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I couldn’t ignore them any longer. It was one thing to walk around 
the school cafeteria hiding behind my sunglasses, pretending I 

didn’t see them waving at me, but they knew I hadn’t gone deaf, so 
when my two “friends” started shouting my name, I had to walk over. 

 “Iris!” yelled Ashley again, both hands in the air like she was on a 
roller coaster. She had been my closest friend, if you could call it that, 
since I had moved to Santa Cruz, California, to start my sophomore 
year less than two years ago.  

Sierra followed with a bellowing, “Eye!”
Eye was their nickname for me, but I never had the heart to tell 

them they should stick to Iris because calling me by the first letter 
of my name kind of creeped me out. I just always pictured this big, 
ominous eye hovering over my head.

I don’t know why they’d plucked me out of all the girls at Santa 
Cruz High. It wasn’t like I had been giving out signals that I wanted 
to hang out. In fact, I spent most of that first year in tenth grade with 
my head down, hiding behind my long brown hair. Maybe they were 
intrigued by the new girl with the tragic past.

Begrudgingly, I brought my sack lunch over.  
“For a second there, I thought you were avoiding us,” said Sierra, 



4 

strays

who was clearly breaking the dress code by sporting a tube top.
“I wouldn’t do that,” I lied. Truth was, I had been craving more 

and more time alone with my thoughts lately. But it was hard to 
explain this to my friends because I couldn’t even really understand 
it myself. After finally settling in to a new home and my new life 
without Mom, I found myself wanting to retreat, as though the 
comfort scared me. I was shying away, like a hamster or a jaguar, 
from being a social creature. 

It finally felt like the beginning of summer—the kind of day that 
made people visiting Santa Cruz announce to their families that they 
were moving to California immediately. Outside, a cerulean sky with 
rising heat made me envy all of the kids downing cool sodas. Dad had 
forgotten to give me my allowance this morning, so I was stuck with 
a boring peanut butter and jelly sandwich from home. And drinking 
fountain water—lukewarm.

“You look tired,” Ashley said as I sat down.
“I woke up late, and Dad drank all the coffee this morning,” I said.
“Coffee stunts your growth,” said Sierra. She was going to end 

up at least six feet tall, like her brothers, and no amount of caffeine 
could stop her. 

“Well, it also staves off type-two diabetes,” I added. 
“Here she goes,” said Sierra. 
That shut me up. I didn’t have to subject them to my Science 

Channel addiction.
I could feel the crunchy peanut bits sticking to my teeth. “How’d 

you do on bio?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
“There’s no way anyone got the extra credit on the bio final this 

morning. No way,” said Sierra, opening her plastic container filled 
with noodles. She was a senior who sometimes hung out with us. 
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Since I was in accelerated science, we were in the same class. 
The sides of my mouth turned upward, ever so subtly.   
“What was the question?” asked Ashley. 
Sierra used her teeth to rip open the package of soy sauce. “It 

was something like: ‘What’s special about the way moray eels eat?’”
 “And ‘What is this mechanism called?’” I added.
“I’m glad I’m not in any of those AP classes,” said Ashley. 
“Why would Mr. Sommers even include extra credit questions if 

they’re impossible to answer? It’s cruel,” said Sierra.
My smile widened, and Ashley glanced over at me. It was one of 

the few pleasures I had experienced in months. I wanted to revel in it.  
Ashley was onto me. “You got it, didn’t you?” she said. 
“She’s smart, but she’s not that smart,” said Sierra, studying my 

eyes as my pupils widened. “Oh my God. You did get it. What in 
the world was the answer?”

I gave them the full explanation. “Moray eels have a second set 
of jaws at the back of their mouths. They’re called pharyngeal jaws, 
and when the eel clamps down on its prey, the second set protrudes 
forward to help bring the food back into the esophagus.”

Ashley put down her burrito. “I think I’m gonna puke.”
“Where in the world did you learn that? Mr. Sommers never even 

covered that in class,” said Sierra.
“He didn’t talk about it in class. It was on one of those nature 

programs I watch.” 
I could get so caught up in those shows that hours would pass 

and I wouldn’t even notice. And since I’d been feeling so antisocial 
lately, my propensity for marathon sessions of TV watching had 
increased significantly.

“You kind of have a photographic memory,” said Ashley. 
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“No, I don’t,” I said. “Only when it comes to things…” I paused, 
thinking about what I was trying to say. What was the information 
I was more likely to remember?

“Related to animals?” Ashley offered.
“I guess. I remember some flora stuff, too, but mostly the fauna,” 

I said.
“You should try going to the Monterey Bay Aquarium with her. 

It’s like having your own personal tour guide,” said Ashley.
I guess I had been a bit much when we took a road trip forty-five 

minutes south to Monterey soon after we met. It had been a kind 
gesture for Ashley to invite me along with her family, and Dad had 
been happy to spend the weekend holed up in his office. Ashley had 
made fun of me for spouting off facts and strange trivia about the 
various sea animals—they were my specialty. With all the time I 
had spent in the ocean, I felt a bit like a sea animal myself. At least I 
used to feel that way. The ocean now reminded me too much of my 
mom, so I avoided it. But whenever I heard or read anything about 
an animal—it didn’t matter what kind—the fact would get filed away 
in my head, and I could recall it at any given moment. 

“Wonder why it doesn’t work with everything?” asked Sierra. 
I had been wondering the same thing. I had four more finals to 

take over the next week, and only the easiest one—biology—was 
behind me. I was pretty sure I had nailed it. But the rest of the week 
would bring precalculus, Spanish 3, AP U.S. history, and the most 
dreaded one: English 3. It was my only class that wasn’t advanced, 
which was ironic because my mom had been a librarian who was 
basically in love with books. I’d been doing okay in English until 
I was placed in Mrs. Schneider’s class last year, in the tenth grade. 
And then, as luck would have it, I got her again the following year. 
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Schneider was like a virus I could not shake. 
She approached English like an army lieutenant—all rules and 

no fun. Above her desk was a quote by Molière: Grammar, which 
knows how to control even kings. But Schneider ran her classroom 
like King Henry the Eighth—hacking off our proverbial heads every 
time anyone misspoke.

I knew I should have been studying more, working harder to make 
sure I kept up my 3.8 grade point average, but the more I studied 
“the rules,” the more mottled they became. 

Looking around the cafeteria, you could see severe cases of 
“senioritis” everywhere. Students were constantly talking about what 
colleges they were going to, pushing the limits of the already pretty 
lax dress code in the form of too-short skirts, and exuding a joy that 
I did not share. 

High school was so compartmentalized. You could see it in the 
yearbook: who the sporty kids were, the skaters, the nerds, the theater 
geeks, the popular kids. But my friends seemed to transcend that kind 
of labeling. We were part of different things at school. Sierra wrote 
for the school newspaper, The Weekly Slug; Ashley played volleyball; 
and I sang in the choir and was part of the school science team that 
met over an occasional lunch period to discuss the latest breaking 
news. We were an eclectic trio. 

“One week until we’re seniors!” I said with fake enthusiasm, trying 
to take the focus off me and the inner workings of my weird brain. 

“I know—I can’t believe it! Next year is going to be so awesome!” 
said Ashley. 

Mom had always talked about the importance of getting into a 
good college, which felt kind of weird because Dad had never gone. 
He’d worked his way from construction worker to contractor to 
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businessman, all without a degree. But Mom was always so nostalgic 
about her college days at Brown University, it was only natural that 
I would follow in her footsteps. 

Dad would always debate with her. “We have some fine state 
schools in California.” 

But she’d fire back, “It’s not the same as being hunkered down in 
the dead of winter in a library that’s been in operation for over two 
hundred years.” 

And that was the image I conjured most often when I pictured 
myself at college: sitting bundled in a cold library with a long knit 
sweater, surrounded by books on molecular biology. I realized not 
every junior romanticized college in quite the same way.

After Mom died, Dad and I didn’t really talk about college plans 
anymore. He had thrown himself into his new job, and I was busy 
figuring out if and how I was going to make new friends. But when I 
came home one day last year with a Brown brochure that the college 
counselor had given me, Dad sat me down and expressed his concerns.

“We can’t afford it.”
I knew there was one less income coming in, which was why our 

new duplex in Santa Cruz was way smaller than our house in Topanga 
Canyon, just north of Los Angeles. 

“I’m a good student. I can get a scholarship.”
“It’s not that simple,” he said. “We’re not poor enough for a 

scholarship.”
So there I was, not rich enough to afford a private university, but 

not poor enough for assistance—stuck between a rock and a hard 
place. Stuck with Dad in California. The good news was my grades 
had been strong—at least until this semester—and I’d been slowly 
adding to my nest egg with the funds I’d received from Mom’s small 
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trust. The money was accumulating a modest amount of interest at 
First Pacific Bank. What better way to spend it than on my education? 
I knew she’d approve of my plan. With that money there, my college 
counselor explained, I could qualify for a loan.  

 “So, what does it feel like to have one more week until graduation?” 
Ashley asked Sierra. More than anything, I wanted to switch places 
with Sierra and officially be a high school graduate.

“I can’t wait to get out of this place,” said Sierra. “I mean, Santa 
Cruz is pretty and all, but doesn’t it make you feel like the world is 
so much bigger? There are colleges with student populations as big 
as this entire city!” 

“Seriously? Like where?” Ashley asked. 
“Ohio State, for one.” Sierra had had her heart set on that school 

since the beginning of last year. It was all we ever heard about. We 
were glad when her acceptance letter finally arrived in the mail. “Can 
you imagine all the single guys there will be to choose from? And I’m 
not talking surfer types.”

It was true. Our city boasted an inordinately high ratio of surfer 
guys: tanned skin; long, sun-bleached hair; and this laid-back attitude 
that made you feel that even if you took one by surprise and slapped 
him across the face, he’d just keep the conversation rolling. 

“Um, speaking of which,” said Sierra. “Looks like Andy found 
himself a freshman.”

We turned our heads in unison to see what Sierra was talking about, 
making it totally obvious that we were spying on Andy Dunn—my 
ex. Not surprisingly, he was one of those surfer types, but with a 
brain. He had broken up with me two weeks earlier. He said that I 
just seemed closed off, that I wasn’t letting him in. He claimed he 
meant emotionally, but I had an entirely different interpretation; I 
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hadn’t been ready to do much more than kiss him. We’d dated for 
three months, and seeing him with another girl made my stomach 
ache in its lowest depths.

“Whatever,” I said, turning back around, pretending to shrug the 
whole thing off. But the waters were rising—or at least that’s how I 
felt as the anger gained momentum in my body. I tried to ignore 
the feeling by anticipating the damage I would inflict on my closet 
wall once I got home. 

“You mean, that doesn’t bug you?” Sierra pointed straight at them. 
“You don’t have to point,” Ashely said, lowering Sierra’s arm. 
“He can do what he wants. Fine by me,” I lied. 
It wasn’t fine. The last thing I wanted was a front-row seat to their 

face-sucking festival. How insensitive could one person be? And to 
think I’d actually loved this guy. Or, at least I thought I had. 

I changed the subject. “So what are the official summer plans?”
“Summer school if I didn’t pass my biology final,” said Sierra.
“You’ll pass,” I said. So much of my time was spent telling these 

two that they were pretty or skinny or that they’d pass or whatever 
else they wanted to hear. It was exhausting.

“Okay, supposing I pass AP bio,” said Sierra, “I guess summer will 
be spent being a junior counselor at Summer Brooke Day Camp in 
Los Gatos, packing up for college, and then hanging with you fine 
people each afternoon, right?”

 “You guys are so lucky,” said Ashley. “I have to work.”
“Yeah, at the best coffee house in Santa Cruz!” I couldn’t hide my 

excitement that Ashley would be behind the counter at Pergolesi, a 
Victorian-house-turned-coffee-shop where college students went to 
study. She had already assured me that as long as her manager wasn’t 
around, I could have all the free coffee I wanted. 
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“You’re working, too, right, Eye?” asked Sierra. 
“Babysitting. Same boys I sit during the week sometimes.”
I would be babysitting the Harrison boys from nine to three every 

day. Their mom worked some part-time computer-type job over the 
hill in San Jose and made enough to pay me $15 an hour, a 25 percent 
raise from last summer. It was a pretty easy job, and even fun at times: 
walking the boys to the park and the library. Every paycheck would 
transform into college credits.

“Do you have to change diapers?” asked Sierra.
“I did last year. But Conor’s three now. He’s potty trained. I just 

have to give him a jelly bean every time it lands in the potty.”
“Eew! You have to watch him pee!” said Sierra.
“I’m just there to make sure everything goes where it’s supposed 

to go,” I said.
“I am only having girls,” said Ashley, putting her uneaten lunch 

away.
Sierra laughed. “You don’t get to choose!” 
“I thought there were ways of making it go one way or the other. 

Like positions or some tea you could drink.” Ashley could be so naïve.
“Yeah, Make-a-Girl tea,” I said. “Saw that one on sale at the 

market last week.”
We all laughed. 
“Okay, Ms. Biology Expert, so you tell us then. How is a baby’s 

sex determined?” asked Sierra.
I hadn’t really thought of it before. Just knew there was a fifty-fifty 

chance.
“Sorry, guys, I only do animals,” I said. 
“People don’t count as animals?” asked Ashley.
“Well, I guess humans are the one animal I don’t understand,” I 
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said, staring at Andy, who was still slobbering all over that freshman 
girl. The waters began rising again. It felt as though I were drowning 
a slow death and there was nothing I could do to save myself.

Sierra’s phone pinged, and she looked down to read the text. “I 
can’t believe this!”

“What?” I asked.
“I was supposed to drive to a concert in Berkeley this weekend 

to review a band for the newspaper, but now my mom’s saying she 
needs the car because she just got invited to some spa getaway with 
her friends. I seriously hate her. I wish she were dead.”

Even though I was looking down at my sandwich, I could feel 
their eyes on me, waiting for my reaction. 

“Sorry, Eye,” said Sierra. 
There that monocle was, floating above me. Looking down on 

me. Singling me out. 
Girl with the dead mother. 
“It’s okay!” I assured her. After all, it should have been okay, an 

offhand remark said in front of someone whose mom happened to be 
dead. Sierra hadn’t meant to offend, I understood that—but, truth be 
told, whenever people mentioned their moms I ached a little inside. 
It seemed like a waste of time to want something I couldn’t have. 
Dad was still single, always too busy with work for girlfriends, but 
even if he remarried and I gained a stepmother, whether good or evil, 
she’d never replace my real mom. 

I did my best to smile and empathize with Sierra. 
“My mom wants to take us on a girls’ shopping trip to San Francisco 

next weekend,” Ashley said. “You ladies in?”
Sierra squealed. “Yes!”
“Eye?” asked Ashley. I knew she was being generous with her offer, 
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but I was desperate for some time alone. 
“Maybe,” I answered, unenthusiastically. 
“Aw, come on. We need your dad’s juice for the ride up!”
Dad was a manager at a juicing facility just north of Santa Cruz, 

and his one and only perk seemed to be a limitless supply of fresh-
squeezed fruit and vegetable juices that filled our otherwise scant 
refrigerator to the brim.

“I’m totally going on a juice diet,” said Sierra. “Tell your dad we 
need a case for the car. You have to come.”

Did they only want me to go on the trip for my free drinks? I 
wondered if I put in a request like that whether Dad would bother 
following through—or even return my text, for that matter. He was 
always busy with work. When I was younger, he’d taken time off to go 
on vacations with me and my mom. We’d go camping in Yosemite or 
cross-country skiing in the Sierras. But after she died, Dad’s workload 
seemed to increase, and I couldn’t figure out whether he had actually 
been given more work or whether he had chosen to take it all on in 
order to avoid dealing with Mom’s death—or dealing with me.

A wadded-up paper lunch bag hit Ashley in the face. 
“Seriously?” she said. She picked it up and threw it back toward 

three boys at another lunch table, laughing. We didn’t know their 
names but referred to them as Mutton Chop (the guy was always 
growing his sideburns), Streak (he had a streak of blond bleached at 
the front of his hair), and Hoodie Boy (who always wore the same 
hooded sweatshirt pulled tight so you could hardly see his face). All 
of them were troublemakers. They had been kicked out of class more 
times than I could count, and once in a while I’d see one of them 
sitting outside the principal’s office, waiting, no doubt, for another 
stern warning. They were from a whole other world of kids who 
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didn’t listen, kids who had no college ambition, kids who would end 
up in the same place doing the same thing twenty years from now. 
Or worse: in jail. 

“Here comes Principal C.”
Principal Cagle was on the prowl again. Close to the end of the 

school year, he had a mission to bust anyone he could get his hands 
on, like he had some quota to fill. With the paper-bag delinquents 
only a table away, I didn’t even question his steady pace toward us. 
Also, he and Ashley’s dad were friends, and once in a while, just 
to make everyone feel awkward, he’d have a seat with us and start 
making small talk. 

Sierra said, “Ashley, hide under the table, so he doesn’t see you…” 
Ashley was getting ready to squeeze under the laminate when 

Cagle leaned down toward me and said, not quite in a whisper, “Iris 
Moody, please meet me in my office in ten minutes.”

My cheeks flushed as Cagle turned and walked away. 
“He’s so creepy,” Sierra said, once he was out of earshot.
“What in the world was that about?” asked Ashley.
I shrugged.
“He probably just wants to tell you you’ve won some super-genius 

science award and they’re etching your name on a plaque that will sit 
on the gym wall for all eternity,” said Sierra. 

The paper-bag boys were staring at me and laughing, still probably 
shocked that they weren’t the ones Cagle was after. 

“Want to walk around Pacific after school?” Sierra asked us. 
Ashley nodded. “You’ll come, too—right, Eye?” she asked.
“Sure,” I said, less than enthusiastically. I really just wanted an 

afternoon to myself.
“Is everything okay?” Ashley asked. 
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“Peachy,” I said in my perfected sarcastic tone.
Ashley rolled her eyes.
“You don’t have to be rude about it,” said Sierra.
“You guys have a good lunch,” I said and grabbed my things. I 

just felt like being alone, wallowing in my funk. I told myself that 
once summer break officially started, I would emerge from hiding, 
ready to face the world.  

As I walked toward Mr. Cagle’s office, a nagging feeling took over 
my body that this meeting was going to be anything but congratulatory. 
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