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Canis lupus 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The truth, as I know it, comes from stories.  Isn’t that the case for everyone?  Though I 

suppose we don’t always have the ability to verify them.  That’s because some of them are not 

our own.  Still, at some point we make the choice: true or false.  

Recently a sudden urgency has struck me to write my stories down.  Not only mine, I 

suppose, but also all those that I take as truth.  It’s because I’ve been confused.  Stories conflict 

with one another.  I remember growing up trusting in a hundred truths that I now consider false.  

Doesn’t mean they aren’t still true for someone. 

Yesterday I was walking through the nature and science museum in the Big City.  In the 

center of an exhibit on the natural history of the American West there stood a taxidermy wolf, 

stuffed just enough to look lean and fit.  Four small pups were arranged to look as if they were 

playing about her feet, one even had his little glossy nose peeping out of the constructed den.  I 

watched my son as he cocked his right hand against his cheek, extended his left arm before him; 

an imaginary barrel settled in his palm, his head tilted just slightly, one eye closed.   

“Bang!”  He smiled up at me, returned to his sight, “Bang, ba-bang, bang, bang!” 

It couldn’t have been more than a few years before, when he’d curl against my chest at 

night—warm and ripe with imagination, a small stuffed wolf surely strangled within his 

embrace—while I recited the stories to him.  The stories he would need to know to be accepted 

by the others when he grew up.  I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down… and my, 

Granny, what big teeth you have!  I haven’t told him about the fierce green fire, or any of the 

other true stories.  Not yet anyways.  I want to think that I haven’t told him because I hope he will 
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discover them on his own when the time is right.  Isn’t that too the case for everyone?  That we 

learn on our own despite what we’ve been told?  But then what would we make of the stories?  

Anyways, the blackness in the glass eyes of the animal before us was too distant to communicate 

the truths I want my boy to know.  I’ll have to wait.  But you, you I can tell. 

So, whether it is all true or not, this story begins with a simple fact: the Greenhorn wolf 

was the last living grey wolf in Colorado.  One man tracked her over the course of several years 

before finally shooting her dead on the hillside near the base of Mount Greenhorn.  No one 

recorded her death, but someone told her story.  The other stories, the ones still to come, they 

descend from this one.  The death of the Greenhorn wolf marked the beginning of Colorado as I 

now know it, devoid of wolves but fraught with four-limbed predators who haunt the streets at all 

hours of the day and night, threatening the very air with carnal desire. 

* 

The Greenhorn wolf was one of seven pups in a litter born in the early 1930’s not far 

from the Wyoming/Colorado border, in the Red Feather Lakes region of the Medicine Bow 

Mountains.  If you are not familiar with this geography, you should know that Colorado is most 

readily defined by its mountain ranges.  There are almost two-dozen of them, depending on how 

you count, that make up the Colorado Rocky Mountains.  

The pack traveled the length and width of the state trying to evade the hunters.  At that 

time Colorado was one of the last states in the West to have any surviving wolves.  Their 

extermination was imminent, mandated by nothing more that the bleak desire of European settlers 

to share the land with no other predators. 

The wolves first worked their way due south, out of the Medicine Bow and into the Front 

Range, headed toward warmer weather—the only chance for the survival of the new pups.  Down 

here we joke that the snow falls sideways in Wyoming.  In fact, it doesn’t fall at all.  It blows.  

Though grey wolves are keen on cold, it is a brutal place for pups to winter.  In a matter of weeks 

the pack should have been able to make it over the Front Range and down into the gusty lowlands 



 3 

of South Park and through the San Luis Valley and closer to the Chihuahuan desert.  But 

traversing down through the subalpine forest and ponderosa woodlands, they began to come 

across mining operations and small human settlements.  They followed riparian chutes through 

the foothills and onto the prairie plain just to find the Big City and the Little City vibrantly 

populated and bustling with brave men full of trigger-itch and a rabid fear of wild things—a fear 

mistaken for power.   

The wolves were forced back up to higher elevations, toward the confluence of the Front 

Range, Gore Range, and Sawatch Mountains.  Carving around the backside of the developing 

towns and resorts between the peaks they struggled to keep their numbers.  Winter was upon 

them by the time they re-learned the layout of the habitats of men.  Several of Greenhorn’s 

siblings died that year.  She was no tougher than the rest, but she was clever, and trailed her 

mother’s moves with unwavering concentration.  

Back then everyone in the state was hungry for pelt.  As the pups grew into their svelte 

torsos and thick paws, they had no way of keeping their whereabouts quiet and hunters passed the 

word from one town to the next, helping one another track the pack and picking them off a few at 

a time.  I struggle to imagine how confusing it must be to be hunted.  One day, shortly after my 

son started the first grade he returned home in tears.  The school had gone on “lock down” to 

rehearse what they would do if a shooter came into the building.  They didn’t used to do this.  It 

only started after Columbine.  Now every year, first through twelfth graders are required to 

practice how they would hide under the desks, lock the doors and stay below the windows.  How 

if they were caught in the open they would have to disperse, leave their friends behind and run, 

run as far and as fast as possible but not in a straight line.  The poor boy had never been so afraid.  

Now he knows.  If he is still afraid, he doesn’t show it.  He’s been trained well.  But the wolves, 

what did they know?  Did they learn? 

The smaller the pack became, the less visible and audible they were, and avoiding the 

hunters got easier.  Then, after two lingering winters, customary family feuding began.  One of 
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Greenhorn’s rambunctious brothers challenged their father for his spot as alpha male and when he 

wouldn’t back down, their father killed him in the fight.  Later on, another brother took his turn at 

challenging the alpha and won his place.  Her father was forced to leave the pack.  They were in 

the Palisades on the Western Slope of the Rockies, readying to move back to higher elevation, for 

summer approached rapidly.  Not two days after he left the pack, Greenhorn’s father was 

scavenging peaches from a farm when they heard the ricochet on the wind, and smelt his blood, 

crimson and boiling beneath the sun.  Her brother held his head high, though her mother hung 

hers.  Only one of Greenhorn’s sisters had remained, but upon hearing the gunshot she went 

tearing into such a fury that they had no choice but to leave her behind and the hunters shot her 

too not long after. 

The young alpha male howled into the dank summer air each evening after the storms fell 

and cleared.  He was looking for other packs, other mates, though there were none.  Before the 

extinction, the wolves howled without restraint.  There was no reason for silence.  Their sounds 

echoed for miles and so long as the hunters were listening, the pack could be found.  So on the 

day when the wolves smelt lead and gunpowder nearly surrounding them, Greenhorn’s mother 

egged her children in the safest direction, running at full sprint with them, due south.  Then she 

broke, veered back toward where they came, and Greenhorn turned to look, long enough to see 

the blood spraying through the air, dispersing like butterflies in a disturbed meadow.  

After this, she split from her brother, certain they each had a better chance at survival on 

their own.  I envision the teachers at my son’s elementary school swallowing their fear as they tell 

the students not to stick together if they are running from a shooter.  It might not feel like it, but 

you are safer on your own.  What they don’t say is, I cannot protect you.   

Greenhorn’s brother trotted southwest, toward the Four Corners, toward tribal land, not 

knowing the sanctuary it might provide, but he was killed days before he made it.  Greenhorn 

knew, because she no longer heard his howls on the night wind or in her dreams.  She went 

southeast, to the Wet Mountains.  She dug herself a den there and waited, mostly.  She could not 
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hunt large game on her own, and she did not howl, bark, or run freely through paintbrush and 

columbine meadows.  She lived purposefully, intending to do nothing more than survive by 

evading the man who tracked her.  She saw him only a few times, ragged and buff and hairy and 

if it weren’t for his clothing, thick boots, and straps of metal weaponry, she might have explored 

him with the curiosity she’d always had for bears.   

She could generate substantial distances between them by traveling almost sixty miles in 

a day.  She would slink over the top of the Crestone Peaks of the Sangre de Cristo range, traverse 

the Valley back and forth on the other side, and then return to her den within a week or so.  But 

eating as minimally as she was, she would have no choice but to rest and sleep sometimes for a 

week at a time and he would close the gap between them during her slumber.   

She thought about going north again, but the remembrances of the cities to the north gave 

her pause.  She thought perhaps she should go east, but she could see no ridgeline to the east and 

the exposure of the plains did not give her comfort.  So she stayed, running circles in the small 

basin between the Wet Mountains and the Sangres, waiting for her hunter to figure her out.  And 

then he did.   

She returned to her den to find his scent all about it, and the nostalgic smells of oils 

extracted from the fur of other wolves—all of which she recognized as members of her own pack.  

The scent dragged away from her den, toward a ravine.  This was a common lure men used, 

believing the wolves to be dumb enough to follow.  Some were, apparently.  Some blindly acted 

before they considered the peculiarity of such a combination of smells.  They’d walk straight to 

the hunter.  She did not want to play along, though the outcome would be the same regardless.  

She walked the opposite direction, toward the peak of Mount Greenhorn. 

When she tired, she circled once, and lay.  Stood, circled again, lay.  Stood once more, 

took a few paces uphill, circled, and lay again.  The movement was familiar, domestic, almost—

like a dog bedding down at the feet of a man before a fire.  She posed no threat to the hunter.  He 

knew it.  He had caught glimpses of her growth from a rambunctious black pup, to a lean and 
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striking grey adolescent.  Now she was white, so white that the grey hairs that remained in her 

coat did little to conceal her against the tan grasses on the mountainside.  She had aged quickly.  

Her mother was eight years old when she was shot.  At only six, the Greenhorn wolf was far more 

decrepit than her mother had ever been.   

Mostly, she hunted coyotes, rabbits, other vermin, and when she was younger, only on a 

very rare occasion, she had the strength enough to take down a weak old doe grazing on 

someone’s garden vegetables.  A few times the hunter had caught a glance of her doing these 

things.  Still, his heart held no remorse.  The longer he pursued her, the more the anticipation he 

fostered.  She knew when she lay on that hillside that he would arrive before her patience expired.  

She tucked her head into the grass atop her paws and looked back along the path she had parted 

through the grama and bunch grasses. 

When he came, he did not bother to move cautiously.  He trudged up the steep hill, his 

breath heavy, determined.  He took his time kneeling down, unslinging the rifle, loading it, tilting 

it, and lifting it to his shoulder.  She watched and she did not move.  She could have howled.  She 

did not.  She trusted him to be accurate.  He aimed and their eyes met down the line of the barrel.   

She closed her eyes gently, her ear twitched, and he fired. 

* 

It is not my place to say or know when it was that the human species stopped killing for 

survival and began killing for dominance.  Perhaps that’s how it was from the beginning.  I guess 

only creatures with the capacity to imagine a force beyond them would be wont to harness it. 

Yesterday I looked at the other parents smiling at my boy, giggling at his antics.  What a 

man he’s going to become.  We all think these proud thoughts of our children.  We must think 

them, otherwise we might find fault in ourselves. 

I’ve heard that the Greenhorn wolf was skinned, her head stuffed and mounted in the 

cabin where the hunter lived and died at the base of the Wet Mountains.  He lined his coat with 
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her fur and wore it around with the smug satisfaction of a man unafraid to wear someone else’s 

skin upon his back.   

The thing is, the truth, as I know it, exists in two parts.  There is truth itself, whatever it 

may be and which I believe no one can ever know for certain.  And there is a witness to the truth.  

If she decides to put it into words, and tell her story, and you decide to read it, then her truth 

becomes yours.  But only if you choose to believe it.  
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Puma concolor 

 

 

 

 

 

Louise spent the whole month of January tracking the mountain lion that frequented her 

grandfather’s property in the Valley.   

She was in need of order.  And control.  She needed to be alone. 

She’d been clearing the bookshelves, dusting them off and packing the books into 

cardboard boxes.  It was the first task she had taken on, knowing it would take the longest.  She 

couldn’t help but open every book and read a page.  Inevitably if she read a page she was likely to 

read all of it.  She slipped her nose into the innermost creases and inhaled.  The pages clung to the 

sweet rank scent of chewing tobacco—some were stained along the edges from unwashed fingers 

licking the dip tin.  She found the old tracking guide she’d used as a child, worn but stiff.  She 

flipped through the pages, thumbing over her chicken scratch handwriting denoting the dates of 

tracks found.  She permitted the nostalgia to weigh on her, heavy and resonant.  She surveyed the 

facts: Grandfather is dead.  Wesley is hunting me.  I am jobless and homeless.  There were other 

things, of course, like her fractured relationship with her brother and her general feelings of 

inadequacy, but these few big things troubled her most.  She felt safe in the cabin.  She marinated 

in the ability to feel without restraint. 

She tucked the guide into Grandfather’s canvas hiking bag with water and socks and knits 

and jerky and a compass though she wouldn’t need it.  Louise was always prepared. 

A few days before February, eleven inches of snow fell over night.  She hadn’t spotted 

fresh cat prints in over a week, though in the meantime she’d tracked a few bunnies and a small 

pack of coyotes, which was enjoyable enough.  The cougar could be sixty miles away on the 
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other side of the valley by now.  But she stirred with the prospect of finding the animal in the 

snow.  Louise imagined coming across the creature and looking into its eyes, blue and yellow, 

like a sun suspended in a cloudless sky.  

She peeked out the window as she fried an egg and two slivers of salmon in elk fat.  A 

mountain blue jay startled at the snow he shook loose from a fir branch.  She ate straight from the 

pan, standing over the old gas stove. 

She was hungry for an experience.  Her knees were beginning to bruise from all the time 

spent packing boxes and reviving childhood memories.  She had a good feeling about this.  

Louise grabbed the satchel and packed it with extra wool mittens and a fur-lined beaver hat and 

filled a thermos with a mix of hot cocoa and coffee and set out for her walk regardless of the 

odds.  She squealed with delight when she saw a strand of punctures in the snow.   

She followed the string of circles that plummeted several inches into the powder, walking 

to their side so as not to trample them.  She crouched low, her feet wide, her torso sturdy, and 

looked up the path and down it.  She studied the angle of the perforations, noting where a step 

dragged, and where the momentum of a limb nudged the snow forward, having caused it to rise 

into a compact mound at the fore end of each print and land loose and dusty at the rear. 

Louise had begun the walk late in the morning.  Though she had more light hours before 

her than she would use, she was dizzy with anticipation and did not take long to decipher the 

direction the path led.  Though the air temperature was no more than freezing, the sun was 

emboldened and the edges of each print had swollen, rounding out what earlier would have been 

the sharp outline of a paw where it punctured the surface of the snow.  This effect made each 

depression simply circular and their depths were more than what she could see to the bottom of so 

that she might accurately identify the shape of the print below.  The front track of a mountain lion 

is often wider than it is long, though the back tracks are symmetrical and equal in width and 

height.  In the snow they are careful to direct register their rear paws into the prints already left by 
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their forepaws.  It conserves energy, but makes it all the more difficult to accurately identify the 

prints in such deep powder. 

She didn’t bother to look at the book.  She was steeped in confidence.  It made her 

oblivious.  She took one look at the pattern the tracks made threading across the lowland and 

determined with conviction that they belonged to the mountain lion.  She guessed the pattern had 

been laid into the snow just before sun up.  

The hours between them had to be more than Louise would be capable of making up 

unless the feline had napped for most of the morning and she knew this.  Even so, she fervently 

traced the winding trail over hills, around juniper shrubs, and through ponderosa stands and she 

did not worry about where or how far she traveled because she knew this valley well and besides, 

if she lost her way it would be easy enough to rewind along her thick path back home. 

As the sun scaled toward its peak she moved with intention, imagining how her skin 

might drape over her shoulder blades should she get down on all fours and crawl across the snow.  

As a child she would slink around her parents’ house in this way.  She’d tell them she was going 

to play with the neighbors’ kids at the park and they’d smile and nod and watch her skip out the 

front door.  She’d stash her shoes in a backyard bush, then slip in through the back door quietly 

and go about her game. 

She thought of the house as a living being that would sound the alarm should she step in 

the wrong place.  She would enter the house on all fours pretending to be Simba, fearlessly 

entering the hyenas’ lair.  When she reached the stairs she’d creep down headfirst, arms bent out 

before her, fingers splayed.  Like a cub teaching herself to stalk prey, she crouched behind 

couches and under tables.  Were she to enter a room that someone else was in, she felt that her 

heart was beating so loud she could not hear her own breath.  She’d force herself to stay stock-

still for minutes at a time until she could maintain control over the steady inhales and exhales of 

her breath and calm the vigorous pounding of blood behind her earlobes.  It was so easy to go 

unnoticed.  She tried not to think of Wesley following her, watching her; there was nothing 
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childish about his game.  She couldn’t stand the thought of it.  She regained focus on the tracks 

before her. 

When the sun had sufficiently exceeded its midway point, growing increasingly in size as 

it approached the wall of mountains to the west, still she plundered on.  Her gait gradually 

morphed from the sleek stride she had set out with to something more careless and apelike.  She 

let her mind take a different path than her body.  She followed the tracks on autopilot. 

And then she felt a change in the air and her heartbeat took up residence in her throat.  

She felt momentarily afraid until the rest of her senses kicked in and she remembered how to 

detect panic on the wind—through silence and vibrations.  No more than ten yards before her 

stood a young buck with a massive and asymmetric rack twinkling with velvet.  The snow 

beneath him was depressed and disturbed from where he had lain before she so blindly came 

upon him.  Stunned, she held her breath and willed her heart to beat quieter.  Her cheeks sizzled.  

The edges of her vision sparkled.  She couldn’t hold it any longer and puffed out an exhalation.  

He bounded away with a jolt.   

Louise looked down at the four-legged path beside her own.  She moved forward along it 

right up to where the buck had been.  There was no blood, no appearance of a struggle, no sign 

that the tracks ascended up a tree, and when she circled around to locate where they went next she 

found that they loped off in the direction the buck had gone.   

Disgraced by her misreading, she sat down and stared at the tracks.  She gnawed on a 

strip of bison jerky.  She could finally make out the prints here in the shallow snow.  Two distinct 

lobes in the front and the rounded back of a hoof characterized each dimple.  The lobes were 

wider apart where the buck had run off startled.  They were closer together on the path she had 

followed because he’d been walking slowly.  The closeness of the digits is what she 

misinterpreted as the fore-pads of nail-less feline paws.  Silly, she thought and stood to walk 

home. 
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Uncomfortable stillness filled the valley.  The air hummed with the suggestion of an 

oncoming storm.  She saw the clouds at the north end of the valley.  They were still at least fifty 

miles away.  The sun slapped piercingly against her face.  Still, she felt raw, frozen, like a slab of 

meat just pulled from the freezer.  It occurred to her that the mountain lion could have witnessed 

it all.  Observed her from a tree miles ago near the house.  How far away was she?  She felt 

frightened.  She thought she was being watched.  The sun threatened to close in on the horizon.  

She wanted to be home. 

She ran, loping awkwardly and labored through the snow, the satchel digging into her 

shoulders and bouncing heavily at her side.  She saw his face.  Felt his breath.  She looked around 

her, expecting him to appear.  She could have sworn she heard the rubber of his shoe soles 

slapping against the concrete sidewalk and had to tell herself there was no pavement here.  The 

fur of her hat was soggy and sweat dribbled down her spine beneath her layers and when her 

calves couldn’t take it anymore she stopped.  

She couldn’t breathe easy.  Winter at nine thousand feet tastes like tin and smells like 

manure.  It’s the low-pressure systems the lock in the scent, but it’s the lack of oxygen that burns 

the taste buds metallic with every sharp inhale.  She had to keep moving.  If she breathed through 

her nose the cold burnt her nostrils and so she panted heavily as she walked.  She had never felt 

more visible, though as far as she could tell, not even a crow was present. 

* 

Six years earlier, just after sun up, Louise watched as her older brother marched out the 

front door of their childhood home in the Little City.  She rolled her eyes and went back to sleep.  

Though he was only a year older than she, they were half-siblings and her father made clear that 

though he raised the boy, Tim was no child of his.  A week later, when he hadn’t returned, she 

followed him.  She stuffed her school bag full of clothes and kissed her parents goodbye, got in 

her dad’s old beat up pick up truck and drove southbound on Main St towards her high school but 

didn’t pull in.  She drove until the road merged with the interstate and then continued on, straight 
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down to New Mexico.  She bought a Red Bull and 2-for-1 packs of gummies at a gas station in 

the Springs.  She stopped to pee only three times the whole day.  She was proud of that.  She’d 

tell Timothy when she found him. 

She’d only been back in the Little City for a couple months and still every morning she 

woke up disappointed.  She itched with frustration and discomfort.  She had managed to get a 

lame excuse for a high school degree in Balloon, NM, though she couldn’t say the same for her 

brother.  After that, she worked as a part-time waitress while she tried to convince Timothy to 

come back home.  She did this for over five years.  At her wits’ end she left Tim and returned 

alone.  She suffered through family dinners during which her parents acted pleasantly but glared 

at her beneath cinched eyebrows.  They resented her for leaving—even more for taking five years 

to return—and more for coming back alone.  Well, the latter part was just her mother, really. 

“I’m going to college.” 

Dad scoffed, “Finally.” 

Mom, “Where?” 

“The CC. They’ve got a pretty good nursing program.” 

“That’s nice, honey,” her mother offered with a polite and demeaning smile—lips pursed 

and all.   

* 

The professor lectured on quantum astronomy.  He had a big slide on the screen that was 

supposed to represent a photon passing through two apertures.  Someone tapped her on the 

shoulder, slid her a folded piece of paper. 

It read – I saw you working in the library lounge the other day.  Do you work there often?  

Maybe we could study there together tomorrow afternoon. – W 

She looked to the person, who had slipped it to her, but he shook his head, no, it wasn’t 

from him.  She looked around the lecture hall.  Everyone was looking at the slides, or their notes, 
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or nodding off with eyes closed.  She lingered after class in hopes that the note writer might stick 

around and talk to her but he did not.  How old are we? Passing notes in class…  Louise thought. 

The following day she sat in her usual nook in the library lounge.  She tapped her pen 

against the desk and bit its end and looked around, unable to focus.  She was tap-tap-tapping 

when someone came up behind her and whispered in her ear, “Excuse me, could you please stop 

that—it’s really loud.”  

She nearly shot out of her seat.  He laughed, stuck out his hand, and introduced himself. 

Wesley: tall, with wide dark eyes, an angular jaw, and a round nose, big geeky glasses, 

and large thick hands that gripped hers a little too tightly. 

He reminded her of Tim.  He was quirky and a little audacious and he became her very 

first and only college friend.  He too was in the nursing program though he was a few years 

ahead.  He offered to help her with her work, which she politely declined.  He had a dog, Pip, and 

the three of them often drove the fifteen minutes from campus to Magnolia where they parked her 

truck or his sedan and walked into the mountains.  There were laws that said dogs must have 

special tags to go off leash and there were fines for walking off trail, not picking up dog waste, 

for using “projectiles.”  They broke them all.  They trudged up a dry wash that bled the green silt 

from the Morrison Formation.  They clambered onto the coarse sandstone boulders of the 

Fountain Formation.  They threw the tennis ball down the trail for Pip to fetch.  They agreed this 

town had too many rules—it made everyone into a bunch of posers.  The whole community put 

on a front of being laid-back when really they all had sticks up their asses. 

Quickly, over the course of only a few months, Wes became obsessive and elusive.  He 

shamed her for going places without him but denied any offer to spend time with other people.  

When Louise excused herself from get-togethers to see that he was all right, it seemed as though 

no one else knew who he was.  It was a big college, without on-campus housing, so it was 

understandable enough for students to go unnoticed.  But even the students in the nursing 

program didn’t recognize the name, Wesley Pine.  She tried to stalk him on Facebook but there 
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were no results.  He took a lot of pictures of her but regularly refused to be in them.  He said he 

was camera shy. 

Louise tried to make new friends.  Wes got upset.  He told her it was betrayal.  He told 

her he had mental health problems and he needed her stability.  He didn’t give her specifics.  She 

suggested he see a therapist.  He said he already did.  He said his therapist told him he needed 

her.  That freaked her out. 

Louise dropped her astrophysics class—she had been taking it for fun anyways and now 

it was not fun.  Not since Wes was always there, never sitting next to her, just watching her from 

across the room.  She started evading his calls and texts.  She’d go days without seeing him, 

thinking it would all blow over.  She said she needed space, that she was having a tough time, that 

she just found out her grandfather had died and she wanted to be alone with her family, that she 

wasn’t emotionally available to give him the support he needed.  He started waiting by her truck 

in the parking lot.   

Sometimes the weather gets confused in Colorado.  One day in October, a week after the 

first snow, temps unexpectedly rose to 85 degrees.  It felt like a hundred.  It was so clear on the 

Front Range that the snow could be seen falling over Summit County and the Indian Peaks.  Wes 

was waiting for her.  He sat on the hood of the truck, head down, typing rapidly on his phone 

screen.  She considered turning around and coming back later, but he caught a whiff of her before 

she had so much as a chance to finish her thought. 

“Let’s go! Pip’s in the bed.” 

“Wes, I can’t.” 

“Why not?  It’s a beautiful day!”  He was wet. 

“No, it’s not, I’m melting.  And I need to help my mother with funeral plans.”  She 

opened the driver’s side door and he tried to get in.  “Wes, it’s not funny—not today.  I’ve got 

other things to do.” 
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He refused.  He grabbed her neck with both hands.  He tried to pull her into the car with 

him.  He tried to kiss her.  He did kiss her, sort of.  He smashed his mouth into hers and she 

yelped. 

“Whoa!  No!”  She took him by the torso and shoved him with all her weight away from 

the car.  “Get your dog out, now!” 

He apologized a hundred times.  Maybe more.  Pip whimpered.  He took her out of the 

bed but didn’t walk away.  He was grabbing at the car, apologizing, trying to get in front of it, but 

it was a public parking lot and already a few other students were watching, whispering to one 

another, and only so much could be done to stop her without causing a scene.  In the car Louise’s 

chapped lips burned with the salt from Wesley’s sweat.  She wiped it away with along with her 

tears. 

 

Louise began taking the bus home.  She was on high alert at all times, looking for him, 

for signs of him, the un-bathed smell of him, the squishy tapping sound his shoes made along the 

tile floors of the school hallways, the way they echoed against the brick walls.  The sound of an 

engine starting, a man coughing, the warm breath on the crown of her head from someone tall 

standing behind her in a line, they all sounded a frantic internal alarm.  She would go into near 

paralysis, her body all but completely still, her heart rate through the roof, and all of her senses 

heightened, wanting to run, but ready to fight. 

Wesley’s actions were executed with an unnerving calmness.  He enacted the most 

extreme measures with a sane and inviting demeanor.  This is how Louise learned that tracking a 

human held very few similarities to tracking other prey.  This is not because the skill set is all that 

different, but rather because other people are not watching for it.  A girl cannot expect the 

strangers on the street to notice that the smiling man ten steps behind her is a threat.  A girl 

cannot expect her friends and family to send out warning signals the way birds and rodents let out 

concentric rings of alarm when a predator enters their habitat.  A girl must look out for herself. 



 17 

At a loss for what else to do, Louise faked a restraining order.  Filing for a real one 

wasn’t an option.  She thought that would be such an extreme and irrational response to her 

situation.  After that, Wes promised to leave the city.  He said he was going to visit his mother in 

Texas.  Of course he’s from Texas, was the only thought she had when he told her.  She didn’t 

even question why she hadn’t known that before.   

Louise hadn’t seen Wes in several weeks and the semester was ending.  It wasn’t that she 

had stopped thinking about him, she still took public transit to campus and didn’t study in the 

library like she used to, but she had let her guard down.  One evening, she boarded the bus in the 

dark cool breeze, pulling her sweatshirt tighter around her and tucking her hair into its hood.  She 

had forgotten an extra jacket and when the sun sinks behind the mountains its heat sinks with it. 

At her stop, Louise exited the bus quickly and danced most of the way home to warm up.  

She scrolled through the music on her phone, switching through funk, pop, and country, 

swiveling the crown of her head to the beat and popping her hips from side to side, headphones 

bouncing around, as she strutted the pavement.  She unhooked the latch to the metal gate 

encircling her home and dug around in the pit of her purse for her keys.  The song ended and in 

the quietness before the next one began she heard the creak of the gate hinge and turned around to 

find someone—Wesley—standing just behind her, having followed her step for step the entire 

way from the bus stop home.   

He’d moved effortlessly behind her.  He walked the pavement as though he were any 

other stranger just happening to be going in the same direction in the night.  He swung his arms 

loose and apish at his sides, he almost even whistled as he went, but though he was not hiding nor 

lurking, he did not want to draw attention.   

And now, in one swift motion he’d covered her mouth with one hand, and with the other 

hoisted her up by her lower back.  He picked her straight off of the ground and carried her toward 

the door.  She salivated into his palm, trying to lubricate it enough to break its seal upon her face 

so she could scream.  He pushed her against the wall, his body tight and forceful upon hers, his 
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chest pressing into her belly, pinned in suspension between he and the house, while he fumbled 

with the knob. 

It was locked.  “Dammit,” he cursed, “where are your keys?” 

He did not allow her to respond but thrust his available hand into her bag and felt around, 

pulling things out and tossing them onto the ground as he went—her checkbook, her wallet, a 

tampon, crumpled receipts, a condom, which he paused to consider momentarily before smirking 

and throwing it to the side with the rest.  She kicked her feet violently and spontaneously against 

the wall and he pushed into her harder, his shoulder near her solar plexus, painfully pushing her 

insides to places they don't normally go and making it difficult for her to catch a whole breath. 

And then the door swung open beside them and Louise’s mother let out a blood-curdling 

wail and grabbed Wesley by the neck, shouting strands of nonsensical rage, spittle flying into his 

eyes as she roared.  He held his hands up in the air in surrender, repeating, “I was just trying to 

say goodnight ma’am, just trying to say goodnight.”  And when she let go of him he backed all 

the way to the fence, and did not turn away from them until he was safely beyond the gate. 

Louise was in hysterics.  Her mother was livid.  

When Louise could string more than ten words together without breaking into tears, they 

drove to the police station.  They provided a photograph, Wesley’s full name, and his license 

plate number.   

 “I’m sorry, Miss,” the officer spoke hardly above a whisper, “but this man doesn’t exist.  

The car is registered under this name, but the name doesn’t pull up any records.  He is not a 

county resident and he is not an enrolled student at the CC.  Without proper identification, we are 

unable to file charges against this man or bring him into custody.  I regret to inform you, but there 

is just nothing we can do for you.  If another witness finds a man by your description 

participating in suspicious activity, he will be taken into custody, but until then, you’ll have to 

look out for yourself.” 
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Louise left for the Valley three days later.  She didn’t so much as call the school to 

submit a leave of absence. 

* 

Louise sat by the open stove, looking through old photographs.  There were five or six of 

Grandfather trying to teach Tim how to properly point and shoot a rifle.  The poor boy couldn’t 

have been more than five years old then.  The awkwardness with which he handled firearms, even 

once he grew into them, always amused Louise.  She missed him.  She thought she should give 

him a call when she went town next—it occurred to her that since no one was on speaking terms 

with him, he probably didn’t even know Grandfather was dead.  She felt bad about that. 

After the run in with the buck, she didn’t leave the cabin much.  When she felt up for it 

she packed things into boxes, but she had no plans to live anywhere else anytime soon, so she 

took her time.  Mostly she watched her favorite movies on VHS, The Lion King, Butch Cassidy 

and the Sundance Kid, Fly Away Home, The Magnificent Seven, and read books and played 

solitaire in the drawing room.  She considered it hibernation. 

February turned into March and she sometimes walked the three miles of dirt road into 

town to pick up groceries and to pull more cardboard from the big recycling bins to make into 

boxes for Grandfather’s things.  She had just come up for air after having bent in half over the rim 

of the recycle dumpster—her feet dangling on the outside and her arms barely reaching the 

material on the inside—when she saw him.  Wes was there, across the street, getting out of his 

little sedan at the gas station, and walking inside of the market.   

Her muscles went rigid and her eyesight milky.  She wasn’t breathing.  She wasn’t 

blinking.  She stared intently at his car in disbelief, as if it posed some direct threat to her.  Then 

the front door of the mini mart opened and she took off at full sprint, leaving her grocery bags and 

the cardboard behind.   

She ran all the way back to Grandfather’s, and didn’t stop when she got in the door.  She 

went straight up the stairs and into the bedroom wheezing.  A flatlander would never have been 
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able to keep up, but Louise ran track in high school and her lungs developed in thin air.  She 

started taking things out of the closet, fumbling around looking for her duffel bag.  She stopped 

long enough to try to catch her breath and cursed herself for running away so quickly.  She 

wished she had called her mother while she still had cell service.  The landline at Grandfather’s 

was disconnected.  There was no Internet.  She had no way to contact anyone, there were no 

neighbors close by, and there was only one road out of the town and only her truck to take her out 

on it, which, if he saw, he would recognize in a second.  She considered walking out through the 

woods, but it would take too much time and there was still a little snow on the ground—it would 

be impossible to cover her tracks.  Not that this was a concern, really, but in her mind, anxious as 

she was, she felt like it would be.  Besides, walking would ultimately lead her back into town and 

there she wouldn’t even have so much as a getaway vehicle. 

She was trying to be logical.  She reconsidered his ways, remembered the tactics she 

knew he’d used in the past to find her.  She assumed he would stay in town until he saw her, and 

then he would try to follow her back to Grandfather’s in his sedan.  She calculated that she should 

have a few days before her parents got worried that she hadn’t called in awhile and would send a 

friend from town looking for her.  She’d called them every three days like clockwork since she’d 

arrived and she hadn’t today, so they would surely know something was wrong, right?  When 

someone came to check on her she could explain the whole situation and ask to be driven out of 

town, leaving her own truck behind.  The feeling of being hunted was quickly becoming less 

visceral and more emotional.  Tears sprang forth from her eyes with such intensity that they 

nearly spurted outward.   

The front door opened, she heard the knob turn and the hinges creak.  Booted footsteps 

tumbled heavily across the hardwood and into the kitchen below her.  She caught the rustling of 

plastic, and the opening of the refrigerator.  She descended the stairs slowly, quietly, shifting her 

weight from one side of a step to the far side of the next, avoiding those that creaked and groaned 

and focused internally on quieting everything within her.  At the penultimate stair she paused, 
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wiped her cheeks dry, and before she craned her neck out to see around the corner into the 

kitchen, he spoke out. 

“I thought you might want your groceries.  I see you still buy the same fifteen items or 

less,” he chuckled callously. 

She stayed where she stood, shivering. 

“Timothy told me you were down here,” he continued. 

He was bluffing.  He had to be.  There’s no way he could have found Tim.   

“Yeah, he’s back up in the Little City, you know.  We’ve been hanging out, your brother 

and I.  He thought you might still be mad at him for everything, so he was hesitant to drive down.  

He wants to come see the cabin though, help you out a bit.  He misses you.  Say, why don’t you 

come out from there?”   

She couldn’t move.  Shock does that. 

“Well so anyways, he figured with our history, you and I being together for so long and 

all, that it might be best if—” 

With that her trance broke and she went pounding into the kitchen and addressed Wesley 

directly: 

“We were never together.” 

“Ah, it’s good to see you,” he stated, with the kiddish smile he’d give her when they were 

friends.  It was warm and disturbingly welcoming.  He kept putting groceries away.  “So 

anyways, I thought, yeah, this guy is right, I should go on down and check on her.  He told me 

where to go, gave me the address of the house and everything, and told me to give you his best.  

My, it’s good to see you…” 

He kept talking and she shrank into herself, considering all the ways to get this man out 

of her house.  At least while he spoke he was well behaved.  He hadn’t so much as tried to touch 

her since he came in.  She struggled not to be distracted.  Her brother was home.  He had finally 

come home.  Tim had been sorely disappointed when she returned.  Of course Timothy told Wes 
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where I am.  He was, after all, the only member in the family who didn’t know about Wesley.  

Even if he were back in the Little City, he certainly wouldn’t be spending much time with their 

mother and her father, so it was likely that he would be eager to make a new friend.  She 

wondered if her parents knew he was home and why they hadn’t mentioned his return in the last 

few times they talked.  Maybe he hadn’t been back as long as Wes made it sound.  Maybe he 

wasn’t home at all… 

Louise needed air, fast.  She walked to the front door and Wes followed.  She opened it, 

stepped outside, and he did the same. 

“You need to leave,” she cut him off. 

“Lou, c’mon, I just got here—,” he pleaded, “don’t.” 

“Go, Wes.”   

She couldn’t look him in the eyes.  “I need to be alone right now.  I can’t have you here.  

It’s been a difficult time,” she lied.  She forced herself to remain calm.  She knew what might 

happen if this confrontation got physical.  

He stepped forward, putting his chest against hers and she fell back into the wall of the 

house.  She panted there, looking down at their feet, and he leaned in, lifted his hand up toward 

her face as if to take hold of it.  Then he grabbed her, anger curdling in his throat and emanating 

from his chest like a growl.  He went to whisper something gravelly into her ear and she winced, 

retracted, and whimpered accidentally.  He caught wind of her fear and withdrew.  He released 

the tension in his muscles, letting them hang limp within their basket of sinew and skin.  He 

reached forward again gently, in the same motion as before but softer, like a father offering to 

comfort a broken hearted child.  He tilted her chin upward with his fingertips.  She might have 

seen the tender concern on his face if only her eyes were open, but they were cinched tight.  With 

that, he let his hand fall, backed down off the porch, stepped into his car, started the engine, and 

drove away. 
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Reeling with adrenaline, Louise stumbled back inside.  She fumbled with the lock on the 

front door, too distracted to bother checking the others.  Sweat beaded up on her brow and slipped 

down the bridge of her nose, merging with the droplets of tears gathering on her upper lip.  She 

tried to reign in her focus and turn the dial on her grandfather’s gun safe.  The knob rattled 

beneath her quaking fingers but she breathed long drawn out breaths and turned it at a painstaking 

pace.  When the latch popped and the door swung open, she surveyed the shotguns and the rifles 

before her.  On the end was the 20-gauge she used to kill her first rabbit.  In the middle was the 

Remington she’d almost used to kill the coyote that ate Grandfather’s chickens.  She’d missed 

though and he got away.  At least he didn’t come back. 

In the sleeve that hung from the door of the safe were six handguns.  In the top left corner 

was a pistol Grandfather bought just a month before died.  It was a semi-automatic 9 mm Smith 

and Wesson, unloaded, and untouched.  She took the gun and the box of cartridges to the main 

room.  She steadied her breath, but there was nothing to be done about her nerves.  She closed her 

eyes, listened.  She knew all the sounds the house made.  When she was sure of its emptiness she 

went about her preparations.   

She tuned in to every squeak and creak the floorboards let out and the patter of the pads 

of her feet as she walked.  Her hands shook with such intensity that when she touched her 

fingertips together she felt her whole body vibrating. 

She took the lamp from the side table, set it on the ground, moved the table close to the 

front door, set the gun and the cartridges on the table, went to the dining room, grabbed a chair, 

brought it forth next to the table and set it down, sat in it, stood up, took it back to the dining 

room, went to the arm chair, pushed it across the hallway and into the foyer, leaving thin channels 

in the hardwood where the feet of the chair dragged, sat in it, pulled her knees to her chest then 

tucked her feet beneath her so she fit entirely on the cushion, huffed a noise of satisfaction to 

herself, unfurled, tip-toed into the kitchen, started a pot of coffee, took an apple and a rotting 

banana from the fruit bowl and walked them out to the front door where she set them down on the 
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small table next to the gun, before walking about the house, locking every window and door, 

closing all the blinds, turning out all the lights, checking in cupboards, cabinets, closets, under 

beds and couches and dressers as she went, as if Wes might have been able to sneak himself in 

and hide himself away while she panicked, which she knew he hadn’t, but she checked anyways 

to ease the notion that he could have, before she returned to the kitchen, poured the coffee into 

her favorite mug, took the mug and the whole pot out to the front room, set them down on the 

table, turned, looked at the front door, took a deep breath and reached forward with her quaking 

hand to undo the lock before falling back into the chair, pulling her feet up and taking a sip from 

her mug.  She reached for the pistol, dropped its mag, opened the cartridge box and loaded the 

bullets one by one, feeling the stimulus rise in her as each one clanked into the next.   
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* 

 

There were feathers all over the sidewalk, black, white, indigo, and emerald.  A little girl 

bent to pick one up and spun it by the shaft.  On its belly there were speckles of blood, still wet, 

still beaded, delicately suspended by the barbs.  She was a little sad for thinking the bird had died 

there, but feather in her hand fascinated her.  She looked down at the vial of glitter, which hung 

from a chain around her neck.  It was what she used to prove she was a fairy, even if only in her 

imagination.  Though she would have rather been a bird.   

* 

I started walking again and heard the familiar chatter of a magpie, but louder, sharper, 

higher—a little more screech than laugh.  Whether there had been any noises prior to it, I do not 

know.  It is likely there was screeching and chattering before I came upon the feathers on the 

concrete, but sounds like these—the shriek of a housecat, the chittering of a squirrel, the warning 

whistle of a dove—I rarely paid specific attention.  They were the sounds I had grown up with.  

But now that my trance was broken, I attuned to listening.  I looked around and the noise 

intensified.   

Then I saw her.  Her eyes were as dark and iridescent as her body, but wide and wild, and 

they shimmered a wet gleam that made me believe tears would spill forth from them at any 

moment.  One day I would look into a mirror and see the same shimmer reflected in my own eyes 

and would want nothing more than to look the other way.  But at that age I had only empathy.  

She was trying to pull herself away from the white-painted chain link that rounded someone’s 
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yard.  Her wings were splayed out beside her and she shook with exhaustion.  I took a step toward 

her, unsure of what I would do, but feeling an overwhelming sense of urgency to get her out.   

A new voice emanated, strident and angry, from above, like the rapid squeaking of an old 

floorboard being toyed with by a small child.  There sat a peregrine falcon situated on the rain 

gutter of the neighbor’s house.  I did not want to further alarm or endanger either of the birds, so I 

tried my hardest to proffer an aura of safety.  I was almost ten years old and lived in accordance 

with laws of childhood, which said if you believed you could be or already were something, then 

it was true—like being a fairy or having the powers of invisibility.  Truth be told, I’ve never fully 

stopped believing this.  I mean, I don’t believe in the fantastical things anymore, but there are 

other things, things adults need to believe themselves to be capable of—like goodness.   

I slid off my backpack, unzipped its main compartment and removed the composition 

notebooks filled with long division and doodles of my teachers and classmates donning animal 

faces.  I set these on the pavement.  I took off my sweatshirt and laid it flat out on the ground 

between the magpie and me, talking sweetly to her.  I looked around astounded that no one was 

out in the neighborhood.  It would have been helpful to have someone with me.  Other kids’ 

parents walked them to school or to the bus stop, but mine didn’t.  They said my character would 

be better developed and I would be a more well-established and independent person if I walked 

alone. 

I didn’t know the time, but I guessed the school day had begun and Ms. Lupine was 

resentfully telephoning my mother to try to locate me.  I stepped nervously toward the bird.  She 

tried to hop away but could not, and I felt a kind of guilt bubble in me as I witnessed the fear I 

was instilling.  

The falcon had not ceased its racket.  As I stepped closer and closer to the magpie the 

falcon took flight and circled overhead.  I grabbed her gently, trying to tuck her wings back 

against her sides, my thumbs at the base of her skull, my forefingers making a ring around her 

neck.  But the peregrine swooped, and I let go suddenly, frantically, to throw my hands above my 
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head.  The corvid wailed pitifully.  It took some time for her to calm enough for me to crouch 

near again.  It went on like this, over and over, all of us waiting, me grabbing, the falcon 

threatening, me protecting, the magpie crying, until she had no more fight in her and the 

peregrine had lost interest in this particular meal and flew off in search of another.  Thinking back 

on it now, that fear seems so familiar, so warranted.  If a stranger had reached for my mangled 

body, I too would have howled in alarm and distress. 

When I was finally able to grab her long enough to lift her from the ground, I could see 

that one leg was gnarled and bent.  Her foot was snagged in the hinge between two links in the 

fence.  It looked as though it was already broken when she tried to crawl through the links.  

Magpies are among the smartest birds in the world.  She most certainly knew the falcon might 

dive at her repeatedly from the air, and that she would be safer closer to the ground.  Peregrine 

falcons do not have advanced slowing or landing methods, so it was less likely the larger bird 

would have a successful attack if she were enmeshed in fencing.   

Peregrine falcons almost exclusively hunt other birds.  They dive at speeds exceeding 200 

miles per hour and knock their prey out of the air.  Dive-bombing at land mammals puts them at 

risk for crashing into something besides their target.  However, even in the air, their accuracy rate 

is exceedingly low, as one might expect of something dropping hundreds of meters through the 

air in hopes of colliding with another moving subject below.   

* 

A lone magpie takes flight from the shifting branches of a quaking aspen.  Above her, a 

falcon falls heavily, directly, almost imperceptibly though the air, and ever so slightly clips the 

magpie as she passes beneath, knocking her from the air.  She lifts her head from the pavement, 

gathers her wings to her sides and limps toward coverage.  The peregrine swims upward, 

readying to attack again.  A young girl, braided hair bouncing, rounds the street corner and the 

hunt is suspended.  

* 
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I worked with haste while still moving delicately, picking her foot from the fence.  After 

I’d freed her leg, I placed her in a pouch made from my sweatshirt, tucking her leg in beneath her, 

guessing at what was anatomically correct and comfortable.  I placed her in my backpack with 

her beak facing away from the straps so that she would not be able to peck at my head as I 

walked.  I collected my notebooks from the sidewalk and began the walk home.  School could 

wait.  I was eager to show her to Dad.   

As we walked, I made her promises I could keep.  Like that I would try to fix her leg, and 

that she would live, and that she could eat the fresh raspberries from the bushes behind the house 

(though I told her they were beginning to go bad, as it was the end of the season, so I was going 

to eat all the good ones that were left and she could have the mushy ones I wouldn’t eat).  I 

named her Iris, for her tail feathers matched perfectly the petals of the black flowers my mother 

grew in the yard. 

At home, Dad made a birdbath and washed Iris to “make sure she doesn’t spread rabies” 

and let me use the desktop computer to do some research.  Mother rolled her eyes but called the 

school and told them I had the flu before she kissed Dad and me both and grabbed her tote to go 

to work.  She and Dad owned an apothecary downtown and she promised she would come home 

with something Iris would be able to digest to help the pain.   

A few things I found out from the Internet: magpies are monogamous.  Not only this, but 

they mate for life and rarely ever separate from their families.  They stay with their partners 

during attacks and will watch over and protect the lifeless body of a partner after death, encircling 

it and hosting funeral rituals.  Also I found out that no one knows for certain how long a black-

billed magpie will live, but that the average lifespan of an Australian magpie is 25 years.  I 

wondered how old Iris was and also how long she had been without a family.  There had been no 

other birds around but the peregrine when I found her.  

Once Iris was healed, we urged her to go, but she would not.  She never left me.  At first 

she would fly no more than a few feet away from me before returning.  Over time she would 
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venture a little farther, but each time she came back.  For a while, when other birds, particularly 

bigger birds, flew overhead or she heard the calls of a raptor she would retreat back into the 

labored state of panic I found her in.  She’d fly in circles near me and caw her frightened laugh-

screech.  Her panic seemed excessive until I had a reason to relate to it. 

Something happened to me a few years after I found Iris.  I’m not sure how to explain it, 

but I’m going to try.  I too wanted to fly away from my reality, but anytime I tried to take off I 

found myself returning right back to where I started.  It seemed silly, as I got older to always be 

in flight without the ability to fly.  Flight from fear, flight from danger, flight from the truth; God 

forbid a girl ever had to be honest with herself.   

There are some truths I can face.  There’s a tangible shift in the quality of the air in the 

moments before an attack.  If a predator is practiced, the moment arrives too late for the prey to 

take notice and flee.  The truth is, predators and their prey have always occupied the same spaces.  

One day the falcon and the magpie can be side-by-side in flight, tumbling freely on the currents.  

Another day the magpie might be flying alone, until the moment the falcon appears above, nose 

pointed straight down, plummeting through the air toward the magpie.  All she might see are the 

talons, thick and opening like flower petals to the morning sun, and then the blackness of being 

knocked forcefully from the air.   

* 

A rescued magpie watches from the window as her owner skips down the porch steps of 

her childhood home and slips into the backseat seat of car, smoke billowing out the windows from 

the passengers’ mouths.  Before the door shuts she catches the giddy faces of two teenage girls 

already stuffed into the rear seat.  She sings a melancholic hymn while the car peels away from 

the curb. 

* 

This boy Gram and I grew up together.  Pre-school, kindergarten, all of grade school, we 

lived in the same neighborhood, played in the same youth soccer league, went to the same 
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schools.  We weren’t close by any means, but we were sociable as life-long acquaintances are.  

The summer after tenth grade a group of us made a habit out of jumping the fence to the reservoir 

late at night after the gates had closed and the lifeguards and gatekeepers had left.  Someone’s 

older brother bought booze and cigarettes and we all had stolen a little bit of our parents’ 

homegrown.  We would sit on that man-made beach until someone smoked a little too much and 

got a little too paranoid that the cops would come and we’d all have to leave.  We would wade 

into the water and inevitably someone would throw up into it while the rest of us were skinny 

dipping, and we’d all run out naked and giggling and glistening onto the shore, trying to keep 

quiet and cover our bodies, arms wrapped around chests, legs crossed and hobbling up the shore 

in search of a towel or pile of clothing.   

It was on a night like this when I teetered up the shore alone to find a spot in the shrubs 

between the beach and the parking lot to squat and pee, when Gram followed me.  The denim 

blue of the post-sunset sky looked as cold as the air felt.  As soon as the sun goes down on 

summer nights the temperature drops about twenty degrees.  And so the lake water mixed with 

the dry chill raised the hairs of my arms, though through the alcohol I didn’t notice it.  I looked 

up, listening, watching the sky, cloudless, but hazy to my affected eyes.   

Gram spoke directly to me and I kept thinking to myself how strange and foreign his 

voice sounded.  It had been several years since he and I had a conversation.  I thought I must be 

hardly recognizable to him.  I had morphed into a body that didn’t yet feel like it belonged to me 

and my mother was constantly repairing the holes worn into the thighs of my jeans.  But Gram 

was still small then, shorter than I was, and I had to rub the heels of my bare feet into the dirt so I 

could sink into the earth enough to match his height.  He had a childish voice he tried to force 

into its lowest octave.  His voice shook.  I shook.  My skin was the texture of a bird plucked of its 

feathers, and shivering. 

“So can I?” 
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I hadn’t been hearing all the words he had been saying, only listening to the peculiar 

sounds of it. 

“Can you what?” 

He looked both nervous and irritated. 

“Can I touch you?” 

“Touch me?” 

He was already reaching for my waist.  I laughed.  I laughed so hard I was snorting and 

tears were rolling over my cheeks, so I apologized and turned to walk away.  He caught my wrist.  

We locked eyes and the haze that had previously possessed me gained sudden clarity.  That’s 

when the air changed.  There was time enough for my pulse to quicken and for me to inhale with 

fierce intensity as I watched the power consume his eyes and then I blacked out with sharp 

resounding pain.   

The next thing I remember was dampness.  My body lay there, strewn like a carcass atop 

the dehydrated earth.  There wasn’t blood, but it hurt.  There was only sweat, pooled on top of me 

and it didn’t feel like my own.  There were cars on the highway not more than a mile away.  For a 

moment that hum was all I could hear and I wondered what time it was.  But though everything 

around me had lost its color the sky was still bold and sapphire and not yet ready to take on the 

night.  It couldn’t have taken long. 

Then Gram’s alien voice traveled on the brisk wind over the sand.  It sounded like a 

whisper through the cheat grass and barbed branches of the Russian olive. 

“Dahlia went home.  Her old man came and picked her up.  She’s got family brunch or 

something in the morning.” 

There were muffled indistinguishable voices, difficult to make out over the sounds of the 

other kids, splashing in the reservoir, racing along the shoreline, playing hacky sack with 

headlamps.  A twig snapped nearby and someone cursed.  The slurping and smacking of 

swapping saliva ensued from the same direction.  I could hear it all but I could not see, concealed 
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by the little vegetation there was.  How many rodents had sat in this same spot, spectator to the 

goings on of us young and wild things? 

“Did you shag, bro?”  It was one of Gram’s dumb friends. 

Shag—it sounded like something Dad would say, looking me stern in the eyes and 

warning me not to go around shagging anybody.  I pictured some child in a sundress finding me 

there in the morning, a broken little bird in the brush, and toting me home with curiosity to her 

father.  “Look Dad, look what I found!”  But I wasn’t a cute little bird under attack from a falcon; 

I was a girl.  A human, and a minor at that, whom the police would arrest for indecent exposure, 

trespassing, breaking and entering, and staying out past county curfew.   

There was the hounding laughter from the chorus of feral boys.  I couldn’t discern whose 

voice was whose, except for Gram’s.  It was so delicate and distinct it could have been mine.  I 

felt sorry for him then.  

“Yeah, man.  I mean, she put out.” 

The chorus went on.  There were rounds of congratulations, the boys egging him to take 

another swig, load another bowl, and there were questions, so many questions to be answered.  

They dissected me, one body part at a time, asking about the texture, the resistance, the quality of 

my breath, the sound of my body rubbing into the earth…  My ears were witness to all of these 

descriptions, and my chest, my pelvis, my arms, my thighs, they all felt the radiant echoes of the 

words and still I wondered if all the things he said were true.  I wasn’t sure.  

Then they left, every last one of them.  I was alone and cold, mostly, but otherwise numb.  

I felt repulsed.  And I felt unimportant.  But I did not cry.  I felt these things matter of factly, as 

though I simply knew that they were the things I was supposed to feel but I hadn’t yet processed 

them.  My body, left to decay, hung limp in the bushes, without a ride home, a friend to help hold 

back my hair as I heaved, or even a jacket to cover my quaking limbs as the sweat and lake water 

evaporated. 

It was all I could do to pull my knees and elbows to my chest.  Fetal.  I must have slept. 
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As the sun came up into the patent sky, I crawled, dragging my knees across the sand, out 

to the fence.  Climbing it was a chore.  Straddling it brought waves of tears and shooting pain that 

radiated throughout my body.  Goat heads clung to my calves.  I plucked them indifferently.  I 

could feel the growing lump on the side of my skull pulsating.  I wanted to fly away and leave my 

legs, sore and shaking, far behind.  I walked limply to the bus stop in the early light and waited.  I 

looked at the ground below me as I moved across it—from sand, to chain link, to concrete, to 

asphalt, and momentarily to the gentle crab grass beside the bus stop.  My feet in their Vans sank 

into the soft of the grass and the shift of it beneath my weight made me dizzy and unsteady, so I 

moved to the pavement.   

The slick rock faces of the foothills glowed amber in the growing light and that 

aggravated me.  Cars were already turning off from the highway and driving down the long 

stretch of road toward the reservoir entrance.  Each vehicle was adorned with bike and boat racks, 

canoes stretching beyond car hoods, fishing rods propped out back windows, mountain bike 

wheels suspended and spinning.  The road bikers who whirred by did not look up at me but kept 

their heads bowed over their handlebars. 

* 

A teenage girl limped down the steps of a public bus, her knees bruised and scraped, a 

bump welling on the side of her head, wishing she had broad black wings or fairy dust with which 

to fly away.  There were cigarette butts all over the sidewalk, Camel, Newport, Marlboro, and 

Spirit.  The girl bent to pick one up, only half-smoked.  She put the still-damp end between her 

lips, pulled a lighter from her pocket, and watched the smoke dissipate into ether around her. 

* 

At the station, I bathed myself in the bathroom sink in the way I had watched many of the 

homeless women do over the years.  After that, I browsed the schedules of the regional busses 

that might take me somewhere a lot further than home.  I borrowed a stranger’s phone and called 

Mother.  I told her I’d stayed at a friend’s house in the mountains and that my phone had died 
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overnight and apologized for not calling earlier.  I told her I was enjoying the weather and would 

probably spend the day hiking and, no, I did not want company, and, no, I did not know when I 

would be home, but, yes, I would try to make it for dinner, and, yes, she could bring Iris to work 

with her.  I hated how easily these lies came to me.  They were so unnecessary.  My parents 

encouraged my “exploration,” as they called it.  They didn’t have rules.  By then, they were 

openly seeing other people, though they still lived together.  It was a tricky situation to explain to 

new friends. 

I bummed a cigarette from a man in a business suit.  I snuffed it out before I hit the red 

bricks of the walking mall.  I wasn’t in the mood to get harassed by the police.  I went in stores I 

had never been in before, bought myself ice cream, two books from the used bookstore, a large 

bag of potato chips and a pack of Newports with a fake ID that said I was 19 years old.  

I floated through the day as if I were anyone other than myself and did not allow my 

thoughts to wander into the worrisome territory of how I would manage to explain what had 

happened to me.  I ended up at Cottonwood Café, three blocks west of the mall’s end and only 

five blocks north of the family apothecary, where I spent the better part of the morning and early 

afternoon sitting outside and reading, drinking cup after cup of free-refillable black coffee, 

pulling through one cigarette after another, and letting my skin turn smoked salmon under the 

summer sun. 

* 

A peregrine falcon takes shelter on a covered sill.  He watches as the figures below 

transform under neon coats and patterned umbrellas.  He twitches each time a raindrop bounces 

from these surfaces like the shadow of a hummingbird flitting around.  He is getting hungry, but 

there will be nothing to eat until the storm has passed. 

* 

Just after three, the routine thunderstorm began making its threats.  I moved to the lone 

table beneath the awning.  Thunderheads built up over the mountaintops and rumbled like the 
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toppling of furniture down a flight of stairs.  A gritty and shoeless boy approached and sat down 

in the second chair, transient and curious and trying to get out of the rain.  His name was 

Malcolm and he asked a hundred and more questions.  I took comfort in his unfamiliarity and 

entertained his curiosity.  In the time it took the rain to make streambeds of the streets and tighten 

my curls and stick them to my face with humidity, Malcolm and I became friends. 

We used to spend a lot of time together, Malcolm and I.  He knew me as well or better 

than anyone else ever has.  In the fall, the aspens yellowed and the geese moved south and I went 

back to school.  In the first weeks Gram wouldn’t look me in the eye.  Then he must have realized 

I hadn’t told anyone, I wouldn’t tell anyone.  He started embodying his lie.  He grimaced like he 

owned me and winked when I walked by in the halls.  People whispered.  Most of my friends got 

mad at me for not telling them Gram had popped my cherry.  I kept my head down at school and 

snuck into Malcolm’s car as soon as the bell rang at the end of the day. 

Rumors spread—kids started saying I stopped hanging around because I was dating an 

older man.  I got called a slut for using Gram to lose my virginity then turning around and dating 

someone else.  Gram played the part of the broken heart well.  It won him a lot of dates with other 

girls.  Senior year of high school, when enough time had passed that I could look my peers in the 

eyes again, I started inviting Malcolm to parties so I wouldn’t have to go alone and so that other 

people would see that we were strictly friends. 

One night I came giggling down the stairs of a house party with a few of my girlfriends 

after taking swigs from a plastic handle of McCormick’s in a bedroom upstairs.  As we reached 

the ground floor, the girls and I watched Gram go stomping by, his head in his hands—fresh 

crimson blood dribbling onto the hardwood from between his fingers—trying to cover his 

drowning eyes.  I caught his glance for a moment and I saw the fear and the gleaming blackness I 

used to see in Iris and it sent shivers through me.  Later someone said he had a cracked rib, a 

broken nose, a couple missing teeth, and a black eye to boot, but these things tend to get 

exaggerated.  I hid in the bedroom upstairs, climbing out the window and sitting on the roof 
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alone; heaving in sobs and smoking every last menthol I had in my pack.  Malcolm found me 

there and wrapped his arms around me while I cried.  I tried to recite to him how I was feeling.  

* 

Raindrops fell in varying sizes onto the roof tiles, spreading between the nodules of 

concrete.  A young woman sat still and watched as the cement changed colors in the wet and 

wondered what it would feel like to dissolve into liquid.  She put her hands to the tiles.  The dusty 

wet of them warmed her open palms while the droplets that collected on her knuckles stung them 

with their cool. 

* 

I was heartbroken to see someone beaten like that.  I was mad at Malcolm for having hurt 

someone, a little scared of him because of it, and irritated that he hadn’t asked me first.  He was 

the only one who knew what Gram had done to me.  I had trusted him to keep it to himself.  I 

feared that people would ask questions.  I was afraid of what Gram might do to retaliate.  But I 

also told him that seeing Gram’s bloodied tears was secretly satisfying and that maybe it even 

turned me on a little.  He blushed.  I apologized.  To change the subject, I said Gram had it 

coming.  I said I was glad it was Malcolm who fed it to him.  But more than anything I had a 

betraying sense of guilt, like somehow what Gram had done to me was more innocent than what 

Malcolm had done to him.  Trying to arrange all the feelings I was having in any logical sense 

was overwhelming.  I choked over my own tears and let Malcolm carry me back inside and take 

me home. 

In his bed he lay behind me and told me a story as I fell asleep.  I woke up sometime 

shortly thereafter to the damp warmth of his palm against the front of my crotch, one of his 

fingers testing my underwear’s edge where it met the inside of my thigh.  I avoided altering my 

breathing for fear of startling him and I waited curiously to see what would come next.  This 

wasn’t desire, or invitation, but uncertainty.  I hoped he was asleep and dreaming, but he breathed 

hot and heavy and fast behind me, and I wished I hadn’t woken.  The shifting of the linens against 



 37 

my back created a noise so loud I thought surely the whole building could hear it, and I tried for a 

little while to fall back asleep in ignorance.  As I did so, I reviewed in my thoughts all the good 

things this boy had done for me, the nights he held me close when I was alone, the days he stood 

by me, the blood he’d taken from Gram Bluestem in my honor.   

Sometimes, if you play dead, they’ll lose interest in the kill.  Other times, they’re all the 

more interested in the meat if it’s already been killed and butchered for them. 

His breath changed pace, the air shifted in the specific way I had come to recognize, and 

before his fingers could swirl underneath the cotton sheath between us, I squealed the most illicit 

sound of displeasure I could muster and kicked him hard away from me.   

* 

Flowers spilled in all directions onto the sidewalk, bluebell, columbine, paintbrush, and 

black iris, splayed out from the base of their stems like the feathers of a fallen bird.  A woman 

bent to pick them up, one-by-one.  She collected them delicately by the stems, not minding that 

with her hands so occupied she was unable to brush the tears from her eyes.  She’d have rather 

been a flower, stuck in the ground or a vase or pot or even up in a tree, but immovable and 

inanimate nonetheless. 

* 

I ran into Malcolm.  This was yesterday.  It was the first time I’d seen him since that 

night.  That had to have been about eight years ago now.  I haven’t been able to stop thinking 

about it since.  He caught me so off-guard I hardly knew what to do with myself.  Iris had come 

with me to the farmer’s market.  It’s early spring, you know, and we were picking out flowers for 

Mother’s birthday as we do every year.  He came up behind me, that bastard, and wrapped his 

arms around my waist with undeserved familiarity.  That touch, that particular touch, of those 

particular calloused hands falling heavily over my hip bones held such specificity that it sent a 

squeal soaring across the market and my feet lifted up off the ground and when they arrived back 

on the pavement Iris flapped about, growling, delivering her strange low pitched squawk that 
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sounded like the gears of a crank catching.  She’s getting old and doesn’t much mind if she 

causes a racket.  She was drawing attention and I had to ask Malcolm kindly, repeatedly, to 

please walk away.  He made me promise to meet him in the park before he left.  I was something 

beyond flustered and I ran away from the market, Iris flying above, both of us searching for a 

secluded place in which to cry. 

I had imagined that moment in so many ways, so many times before.  In my mind’s eye I 

carefully calculated the moment when Malcolm returned and I would have to face him one way 

or another.  I had believed, most certainly, that I would be able to control the circumstances of the 

run-in.  Malcolm was a rambling man even before I met him.  He was always one hand in the 

door and two feet out.  The hand in the door stayed put only long enough to wave goodbye before 

it slammed behind him.   

Rarely a day passed after our incident that I didn’t think about seeing Malcolm.  The city 

was large, over 100,000 people, but even in big places people follow patterns that make them feel 

small.  The same people haunt the same spaces, frequent similar lookouts.  In the Little City, 

those patterns developed when we were young.  As soon as we were allowed to stay out after 

school and take the public bus home before dinner, we kids chose the places that we could claim 

as ours forever.  It was tradition, I guess.  Some people left for years at a time and returned to the 

same park or corner store that their friends haunted in grade school, and they’d be sure to find 

someone else there whom they had known long ago.   

I expected to see Malcolm in a place like that.  I used to sit sometimes in the window 

booth of the Cottonwood Café, facing the front door and tracking each person who walked past 

along the street.  I could see my own reflection in the glass and watched the emotions play across 

my face as I envisioned what I might do when I saw him.  Thinking about it gave me a complex 

and ferocious kind of anxiety.  I wanted so badly for him to come by.  I felt like I needed to know 

if he smiled the way I remembered, or if his voice still stumbled over the curve of my name as he 

spoke it, and what effect it would have on me to hear it.  Thinking through all of the possibilities 
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felt like healing.  But anytime a man with a gait like his came toward the café, I went numb and 

struggled not to forget all the ways in which I had prepared for that very encounter.   

* 

A peregrine falcon looks down from a high rocky cliff at the edge of a little city.  A girl 

and her magpie stroll through the neighborhood below.  The magpie is a perfect target from his 

vantage point, but that she has a fight on her mind and he’s not interested.  He’ll have better luck 

with a mourning dove. 

* 

It was possible that this obsession of mine was a habit I had picked up from Iris.  It was 

also a normal reaction to trauma but that was something I didn't know, so I blamed it on Iris.  

After her rescue I had to start taking a new route to school, for if I walked with Iris down the 

street where I found her she would holler the whole way.  Still, when we passed the turn to the 

street, her sitting properly on my shoulder, I would catch her fixating on the house where the 

peregrine had first sat watching us that day.  She would look at it with a certain wonderment and 

curiosity, as if she expected every day that the falcon would be there.  And I knew, I just knew 

without seeing it that when I entered the school building and sent her flying home alone that she 

flew down that street looking for him.   

But I did not ever expect Malcolm to find me in the farmer’s market.  I wiped my face 

clean in the bus station bathrooms and adjusted my hair.  I arrived at the park less than an hour 

later.  Malcolm sat on the browning grass with his back against a tree—one in which I used to 

perch, singing songs above him while he sat in that spot, there, strumming his guitar.  He pursed a 

cigarette between his cracked lips, his eyes lightly closed, and his hands clasped in his lap as if in 

prayer.  He had a mustache that had no more than five or six white hairs mixed in among the 

others.  But he otherwise looked not much older than a teenager. 

It had taken the better part of the years I hadn’t seen him for me to come up with some 

sort of understanding of what had happened between us.  I saw it as a complex misunderstanding.  
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Eventually I figured out how to let the complexity go and saw it as a simple act of violation.  At 

first I thought maybe I had misunderstood his friendship from the beginning. Or maybe he 

thought by grabbing me and touching me in that way, that sick sad way, he was giving me what I 

wanted; I had told him the fight turned me on.  

What confused the matter was Gram.  I felt that if it hadn’t been for the night at the 

reservoir, I might not have had the strength to say no to Malcolm.  Then again, if it weren’t for 

what Gram had done to me at the reservoir, I would never have met Malcolm.  I will admit, 

through all of my resentment, he looked gritty and young, sitting there below the tree, and I had 

to resist the familiar urge to curl up in his lap and shoot the breeze for old times’ sake. 

“Well, are you gunna gimme one of those, or what?” I said, laying on the sass thick and 

heavy as if I were still nineteen years old and sitting down beside him in the grass.  It was an 

amicable arrangement, both of us leaning against the tree, our legs making a ninety-degree angle 

away from it.  We didn’t have to make eye contact and my shoulder only barely touched his 

upper arm in a way where I couldn’t tell if I really felt his arm there or simply sensed its 

presence.  He sighed a sly smirk and slipped the pack into my waiting palm.  Everything was 

fluid and static between us.  There was no tension, no push or pull, but the relative ease of 

occupying the same space and treating each other as equals within it.  I was nervous, sure, but 

somehow my nerves didn’t threaten to show.   

“I thought you quit,” he said as he flicked the lighter dial and together, with his flame and 

my breath, we turned the tip of that cigarette amber.  I let the starter smoke pool out around the 

sides of the butt between my lips, inhaled again, lingering and thoughtful, holding the smoldering 

air in my lungs for a moment before I spoke.  I reveled in the ritual of it.  I let the smoke drain out 

of my mouth and nostrils alongside the words, 

“What, like a decade ago?  I thought you learned to mind your own fucking business.” 

“Guess if I had, I wouldn’t be here, huh?” 

“Guess you should work on that.” 
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“On what?” 

“On knowing when you aren’t wanted.”  I tried to look at him sidewise to be sure he 

understood my implication, but his gaze was up.  He looked into the branches of the tree where 

Iris chattered.  I brought the cigarette back to my mouth, inhaled sharper, let the exhale send a 

translucent tube of smoke into a ray of sun that split between the branches.   

We talked backward through the years, retracing steps, both of us wondering internally if 

there would be reparation.  I had thought it impossible, but our words, his tone, and his genuine 

apologetic gaze, made me question it. 

We talked about the “thing” that broke us.  That night when he had beat Gram up and all 

the things he tried to do to me after.  We talked about this in a round-a-bout way.  I either 

couldn’t find the words or the courage to say everything I needed to him about that night in 

particular.  I did do my best to explain to him the general repercussions of his action.  In the end, 

when I excused myself on behalf of needing to get to Mother’s celebration, he did not try to hug 

me or reach out to me.  My bare skin felt his absence.  He told me to send my best to the family 

and that he would stick around town for a while before his next set of peregrinations.  He said he 

hoped to see me around.  I said I hoped he wouldn’t.   

* 

A little girl on her way to school discovered the dismembered body of a magpie tangled 

in a fence, a peregrine falcon sitting on a rooftop above, shaking his head side to side to swallow 

a red and dripping strip of bird, feathers stirring pleasantly in the breeze below him.  The girl 

smiled happily at the handsome raptor for having found something to eat that day.  

A tipsy teenage boy asked a pretty girl on a summer night if he could touch her.  She said 

no, but he took her hand in his and said, ‘maybe someday,’ before kissing her knuckles and 

walking away. 

A young woman woke to discover the man who slept beside her peeling her apart the 

same way he had seen her pull back the petals of an unopened flower bud just to feel the way they 
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unravel, soft and pure between her fingertips.  She did not tell him to stop for no one ever gifted 

her with permission to do so.   

A woman’s body splayed out on the sidewalk, dried blood and long black hair iridescent 

and sprayed out from the top of her spine like the petals of a wilting flower or the plumage of a 

young magpie.  She was just curious what speed the human body might reach, as it breaks nose-

first through the ether.  
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Nicky had been on the rag for no more than five hours before she started tearing the 

apartment apart in search of pain killers, swearing up a storm, and swimming in liquor.   

It was her first period in months.  Resounding cramps woke her from an afternoon nap 

and she took the last three Advil from the bottle in the bathroom.  She gripped the edges of the 

sink and willed away the urge to vomit, but the longer she stood the more constricting the pain 

became.  She did not have much patience and besides the pain, there were no tampons to be found 

in the apartment.  She didn’t bother to search through Sage’s drawers and various purses; Sage’s 

birth control kept her from bleeding for this exact reason—it’s not like she was trying to prevent 

pregnancy or anything.  Apparently while Nicky was in rehab Sage had thrown out anything 

disposable that belonged to her, including the tampons. 

Nicky made it as far as the elevator before she was crippled by her pain and had to crawl 

back down the hall to their apartment.  It was still their apartment, even if she didn’t pay the rent 

and most of her things were in storage.  She took a wad of toilet paper and shoved it into her 

already-stained underwear.  Then she lay on the cool linoleum in the kitchen, curled head to tail, 

sweating and praying the pain away.  The stress of her recovery had left her dry and the surges of 

pain that now resounded below her abdomen contained the intensity of all the hurt she had ever 

deployed returning to her.  She could see the bottle of gin on the counter from where she lay.  She 

knew there was beer in the refrigerator.  

“No, no, no, no, no,” she whispered to herself, “you don’t need it, it’s okay, you don’t 

need it, don’t do it.”  But the pain built steadily.  She was, or at least had been, 102 days sober.  
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She imagined the hands of god were reaching inside of her and squeezing her tight, suffocating 

her uterus, punishing her.  “Fuck god.”  She said.  She took this as a sign that he would never 

forgive her.  She broke.  

She’d returned from three months of intensive rehab only a week before.  Since then, she 

had had few urges and had not lashed out.  It was her longest bout of sobriety and though she was 

proud, she was honestly no happier than she had been in the depths of her addiction. 

Sage came home that evening to Nicky swiveling about the apartment, slurping around 

corners, sliding against the walls as she went, speaking nonsense. 

“Jesus, Nick, what are you doing?” 

Nicky drooled a strand of incomprehensible words and raised her eyebrows in question.  

Her smile was enigmatic.  Her eyelids only flickered, trying to stay open against the weight of 

their own gravity. 

Sage hung her purse and her jacket and unlaced her shoes, slipping them off and placing 

them neatly on the rack next to the door.  She helped Nicky down the hallway to the bedroom and 

stole the beer from her palm.  Nicky didn’t mind.  She flopped into bed, rosy cheeked and smiling 

a thin line marked by tiny bubbles of spittle.  The curtains were open, the sun perfectly aligned 

between the buildings and funneled into the bedroom window.  Across the street, a naked man 

stood spread eagled before the swamp cooler propped in his window.  Sage helped Nicky out of 

her clothes, undoing the button on Nicky’s jeans with the delicacy of a mother changing an infant.  

As she wiggled the pants down over Nicky’s hips, Nicky squirmed and sputtered deep belly-

laughs and grabbed at Sage’s thighs, petting at her with poor aim.  As her legs wriggled, the 

blood between her thighs smeared and streaked where her stubbled leg hairs pushed it aside, the 

way needle grass carves arcs in the silt when the wind whips it about.  Sage held Nicky back, 

took a blanket from the end of the bed and tossed it lightly over her body.  She sat down on the 

bed next to Nicky and ran her fingers through Nicky’s hair until she settled down and her mouth 

went agape with the thoughtless breath of slumber.   
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The room smelt like salted cod and warm lager and Sage longed to get away from this 

stupid land-locked state.  She’d never been to the ocean but as a child she would wade out into 

the reservoir and wait for a motorboat to pass by to feel her body bob on the rollers, pretending 

they were tidal.  She wished she’d packed her things and taken to the beach while Nicky was shut 

up in rehab.  She had wrongly assumed it would be easier to keep Nicky away when she got out 

this time.  She had wrongly assumed this every time Nicky had gone into rehab and come back 

out again.  She looked down at Nicky sleeping beside her and felt the familiar churning of guilt 

and love and self-annihilation swirl throughout her core. 

“Ah gee, Nick,” Sage sighed, “What have you done?” The words wilted in the heat of the 

bedroom and Sage stood and opened the window, allowing the dry air outside to pull the moisture 

from the bedroom.  One siren faded in the distance as another began to sound on the street below 

them.   She stole the afghan from the bed and took it to the couch, where eventually she fell 

asleep.  She could blame it on the heat—better to sleep alone, somewhere dry and cool. 

Nicky woke in a rage in the middle of the night, her thighs sticking to one another and the 

bed sheets reddened beneath her.  She emitted a half-groan yell and Sage appeared promptly at 

the door.  

“Come here,” Nicky whispered hoarsely, and Sage obeyed, walking up to the edge of the 

bed where Nicky now sat up.  Though the room was dark, the city lights flooded in through the 

open window and Sage stood still, watching Nicky’s torso sway, her legs stretched out before her, 

in a mesmerizing drunken dance, heated and tactful.   

“What were you thinking?” asked Nicky. 

“Thinking when?” 

“When you brought me home?  When you let me in?  You said you were going to take 

care of me.  And then let this happen.”  The more she spoke, the faster and louder her words 

became as if she was realizing as she was speaking that the alcohol was still coursing through her 

and it aggravated her more.  “When you left all your booze in the cabinet?  When you left me 
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alone with it?  You knew what would happen.  You wanted this, didn’t you?  You wanted me to 

screw up, you fat conniving bitch.  Tell me this is what you wanted.” 

“I didn’t.” 

“Don’t lie, dammit.  Tell me.” Nicky struck Sage quick.  Without warning the back of her 

open hand slapped across Sage’s face.  Sage did not make a move to comfort herself, or to fight 

back.  She righted herself then stood, still as a rabbit doused in fear.   

“You did, you wanted me to get all fucked up.  Just admit it.  Admit it.” 

“No.” 

She struck again, harder this time, making a seething sound that came from her like a 

hiss.  Sage couldn’t feel her fingers.  Adrenaline does that; it chills the limbs and heats the core.  

Pit vipers can sense the flight response in their prey due to this change in body temperature.  But 

humans just have social queues, body language.  Run, Nicky dared her, run.  Internally, her blood 

was boiling and the alcohol and aggression were indistinguishable.   

“Say it.  Say you wanted it…” Nicky went on like this and Sage focused on the shadow 

of a woman before her.  It looked so soft.  “I wasn’t like this before I met you.  But you, you’ve 

just been waiting for this moment so you can pass the blame onto someone else for hating 

yourself as much as you do.” 

“No.” 

Nicky grabbed Sage by the back of the head, gripping her long hair tight in her clenched 

fist and whipped her skull into the bedpost.  Sage stammered, shifted her feet, and stared frozen 

into the darkness silhouetted on the edge of the bed. Nicky’s nails felt like scales against her 

scalp. 

“What do you think now?” Nicky demanded an answer.  Sage could not register the 

words that surrounded her, nor could she formulate her own.   

So thwack went her head against the bedpost a second time.  And then a third.  And then 

nothing.  Her knees buckled and she oozed onto the floor and Nicky sank back onto the bed, 
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breathing in torrents until she could no longer distinguish independent voices or vehicles from the 

ceaseless stream of city noise and the scattered dull of it all pulled her back into sleep amidst the 

warm pools of blood, Sage’s and her own.   

In the morning Nicky stepped over Sage’s body, contorted on the floor, ran the shower, 

watched the water drain maroon, poppy, rose, and then clear.  She heaved into the toilet, pulled 

jeans and a sweatshirt over her wet body, took a purse from the coat rack, the keys to Sage’s car, 

and left, snatching a pair of sneakers on the way out the door.   

When Sage’s eyes opened, she had a screeching headache that caused a stifling ringing 

and she found it difficult to concentrate on so much as staying awake.  She tried to stand and 

temporarily fainted back onto the floor.  She moved slower the next time, getting first to her 

knees, then gripping the mattress to pull her bodyweight up.  The room smelt like the industrial 

metal dumpsters behind the meatpacking warehouse she passed on her way to work.  She 

slithered onto the bed and lay there, belly up with her head on the crusted pillow, fading in and 

out of consciousness throughout the morning.  She was dreaming dim remembrances of a story 

that Yarra once told her.   

The story is simple and it goes like this: There is a rabbit that unknowingly makes friends 

with a witch.  The witch provides whatever the rabbit needs: water, food, and shelter.  One day 

the rabbit goes tumbling down a ravine and hurts himself badly, having broken his legs in two.  

The witch hastily heals the rabbit and thus he discovers her powers.  He becomes so afraid of her 

that he runs away and never speaks to her again.  This witch, hurt by the loss of her friend, places 

a curse on the rabbit.  Wherever the rabbit goes he calls out his fears and they come to him.  He 

yells, “Snake!  Snake, I am so afraid of you!”  And then snake, having heard his beckoning, 

comes and swallows him whole. 

In her dream, Sage hid in the rabbit brush where she and her sister played as children 

outside the city.  She sat patiently though she felt afraid.  First she whispered Nicky’s name, then 

spoke it, and eventually she began shouting, pleading even, for Nicky to come to her.  A 
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rattlesnake came gliding forth from the shrubbery, silky and swift, her rattle signaling her 

presence long before Sage saw her.  Her scales swept a clean path through crustal grit.  The 

serpent opened her mouth wide, so wide that the ring of her teeth could encircle a small 

mountain.  Her venomous fangs glinted in the desert sun and her tail, vertically extended, vibrated 

steadily.  This open orifice was pallid and fleshy and feminine and her gullet deep and dark and 

destitute.  Sage woke.   

Carefully she slipped out of bed, moving through the space in slow motion.  When she 

turned toward the bedroom door she heard the city drone that streamed in from the window fall 

silent.  She turned back and the blare continued blatantly and uninterrupted.  She deliberately 

pivoted her body back and forth, cautious not to dizzy herself, testing the boundaries of the 

sound.  She lifted her hand and snapped her fingers next to her right ear, then her left, then her 

right again, and her left.   

“Oh shit,” she sobbed, and the quality of her own voice was muffled and foreign.  She 

could feel it vibrate in her throat but the sound only reached her right ear.  She made her way to 

the bathroom and forced herself to make eye contact in the mirror.  Her tears made her head 

pound, but with a few deep breaths she reined in her emotions. 

Blood was plastered into her thick black hair.  She reached up to touch it and it was 

mostly stiff but for a stream that trickled down her neck below her ear after she had poked 

around.  She turned on the faucet and feverishly cupped handfuls of water, thirstily spooning 

them into her mouth.  With each swallow ache radiated sharply from her temples down her spine 

and into her tailbone.  She poured water onto her hair and flakes of blackened blood shed from it 

like skin.  The water ran pearly and warm down her forearms and dribbled off her elbows onto 

her clothes and to the floor.  She scrubbed delicately at her scalp until the rest of the blood 

loosened and liquidated and the water spinning into the drain ran consistently dilute-incarnadine.  

Only a thin blood rivulet still spilled forth from her ear cavity down her neck.   



 49 

The most horrifying thing about her reflection was that she recognized herself in it.  She 

touched every part of her face and smelled the bath soap to test that the rest of her senses were 

still functioning properly.  She cupped her neck, traced the inside of her working ear, kneaded her 

trapezii, and skated her fingers over the top of her belly which was beginning to protrude past her 

small breasts, since her appetite had returned in the previous months.  There she was, hardly 

changed physically by Nicky’s attack, her eyes still watery blue and too big for her face, her lips 

still dry and cracked and twisted up into the lopsided smirk she permanently wore, her nose still 

pointed upward, and her chin still round and full, fading undefined into her neck.  She thought she 

looked almost beautiful.  No, not almost.  She was beautiful—battered and beautiful.   

She slapped herself lightly back and forth on either cheek with both hands.  She grunted 

then did it again a little harder, a little faster, her face red hot and stinging.  She gave a little snort 

and walked back out the bathroom, moving a little too quickly and dizzying herself with her 

newfound confidence.  

In the bedroom, she dialed and hung up three times before letting the satellite connect her 

to Yarra.  She cleared her throat.  Caught a little phlegm on the back of her tongue and spit it out 

the window.  Prepared to speak quietly and softly.  “I think I need you,” was all she whispered 

into the receiver.  It was all she needed to say.  There was no response, no question, not even a 

breath from the other end, just the barely noticeable change from static to quiet after the call 

ended.  She smiled, satisfied.  

On the other side of the city—out in the semi-suburbs where gunfire sank into stillness 

rather than ricocheting off staggered buildings, and where the skylines of the mountains to the 

west and the Big City to the east could be seen at once—Yarra hung up the phone and took her 

time.  She got out of bed, thumped her way into the kitchen, looked at the man standing in front 

of the refrigerator and took a moment to consider whether he was hers or one of her roommate’s.  

Roommate’s, she decided and started water for coffee before reaching for the value-size bottle of 
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Ibuprofen and swallowed three dry.  The man was just standing there with the refrigerator door 

open and she realized he wasn’t looking for something to eat, but was trying to cool off. 

“You know keeping the refrigerator door open wastes like, twice as much energy as using 

air conditioning, right?” 

“Huh.” 

“You know we don’t use air conditioning because we can’t afford it.” 

“Huh, yeah that makes sense.” 

“So we really can’t afford to leave our refrigerator open all morning.” 

He looked at her blankly, unintelligibly. 

“Shut the fucking door, dude.” 

He rolled his eyes and padded out of the kitchen and into Lisha’s bedroom, letting the 

refrigerator door hang open behind him.  Thank god he’s not mine, she thought. 

Yarra sat on a stool and picked at the greasy gunk in the cracks of their kitchen table 

while she drank her coffee and tried to come up with a plan for what to do about Sage.  She’d 

already assumed after a week without hearing from Sage that she had allowed Nicky to move 

back in, despite Yarra’s warnings against it.  The call confirmed her suspicions.  

“That cunt.” 

“What?” One of her roommates had emerged. 

“Nothing, I gotta go help Sage.”  As she said this she sighed with resignation. 

“Is that chick ever gunna get her shit together?” 

“I don’t know, are you?” 

They both laughed and Yarra went back to her bedroom.  She was the one who really 

lived there.  She rented out rooms to transient kids who did a lot of drugs and played a lot of loud 

music and made her feel a little saner and wiser comparatively.  But she also felt that they gave 

her an edge of youth she feared she might lose if she lived in a situation more suited to her age 
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and profession.  When the kids stopped paying rent she kicked them out and found replacements.  

But this was a rare occasion, mostly because she had a flexible definition of payment.   

Living in this kind of fractured community was a constant source of nostalgia.  Sage had 

once been one of those floating youths—she coaxed Yarra into doing all sorts of things they 

shouldn’t have.  She too had an affinity for drugs when they first met.  Once, when they were 19, 

they snuck into the back door of a strip club, walked out with a drunken man in a suit and 

loosened his tie and took his every last dime and pill.  But it wasn’t long after that when Sage got 

real uptight overnight.  It wasn’t her fault.  In their early twenties, her older sister had a scare with 

a heroin overdose that snapped Sage nearly in two. 

Before that, Sage was a feisty little thing.  She claimed that as a toddler she would hide 

behind counters in the grocery market or under clothing racks in department stores until she heard 

her mother crying and yelling at her father or was reprimanded by a shop employee over the 

intercom.  As adolescents she and her sister would skip school together in the Little City and 

drive up into the foothills to the lookout.  There they would lounge under the spring sun, backs 

against the gritty sandstone, smoking joints and talking about the way their parents raised them.  

They thought their parents had done all right, treated them with the right amount of respect and 

resistance, and that all kids had to sneak around a little bit, right?  Their parents’ adamant 

disapproval of marijuana use was an anomaly in the Little City.  What’s a little weed gunna do to 

us?  It’s not like we’re shooting up.  It had been a long time since Yarra had seen the side of Sage 

who had taught her how to feel wild.  She missed the Sage who fought back.  Live a little.  It used 

to be Sage’s motto.  Yarra wanted to say it to her now.  Get out of your den; live a little; you’ll go 

crazy in there. 

Yarra slowly sifted through her closet, laid a few dresses on the bed, ran a shower, 

toweled her hair dry, slipped on a dress with petite desert yellow flowers, then lightly powdered 

her face and swept on a thin layer of mascara.  She considered the woman Sage seemed to be 

becoming.  She wondered what her motto was now and how many more times she would have to 
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play savior.  I’m sick of all this docile B.S., she thought to herself.  Is this what the rest of our 

lives are going to look like?  Sage had been pulling her around since they first met.  Yarra was 

pretty fed up with it.  She didn’t want to go.  She didn’t want to care.  She called back and asked 

for a description of what had happened.  She was weighing the severity, trying to catch any tonal 

cues that might indicate to her how necessary it was that she go help her friend.  Sage said 

something about the dream.  It sidetracked Yarra.  She remembered that she had woken up with 

her mother on her mind.  It always meant something bad was about to happen.  Mom, did you 

know receiving auditory information is considered a secondary sense in snakes?  What does that 

mean, honey?  You’re bad at listening.  Are you calling me a snake?  Maybe.  Subconsciously 

Yarra tallied Sage’s injuries and filed them in a mental drawer labeled “past incidents.”  

She was good at talking about these things, because she didn’t take them too seriously, 

and that made Sage comfortable, mostly.  She rarely withheld any details.   

“I’m sorry, did you just say she grabbed you by the hair and smacked your head into the 

bed post?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Wow.  That’s some män som hatar kvinnor shit.” 

“What?” 

“Nothing.  Your head okay?” 

“I think I’m deaf in one ear.” 

“You think you’re deaf?” Yarra laughed.  Full bellied and teary-eyed and she didn’t even 

feel bad for doing it.  This has got to be a joke.  It wasn’t the first time she found one of Sage’s 

beatings funny.  Mostly because she thought it kind of comical that Sage, broad and bulky as she 

was, could be beaten by such a small and unassuming woman as Nicky.  But also because she 

knew her laughter calmed Sage’s nerves.  This was different though.  The more Yarra thought 

about it, her laughter was coming from infuriation.  She couldn’t believe her friend had put up 
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with this for so many years.  Nicky’s actions suddenly seemed agreeable to her.  I’d like to smack 

her upside the head, too. 

Sage used to live on the outskirts of the city with Yarra.  She said she liked it out there 

because she thought she could feel the storms slowing down before they hit the city.  The wind 

would come hurling in from the west and then inhale before the rain fell in wide splashing 

droplets.  When she stood out on their balcony she felt like a completely different person when 

she was facing east rather than west.  Nicky dragged her into the center of the city.  Sage said it 

was nice, that she liked the chaos of it, but Yarra imagined it must have felt suffocating.  Nicky 

moved naturally through the buildings, taking back alleys and forgotten side streets to get to 

where she needed as though she were a snake navigating a familiar talus field.  She’d slip in the 

front doors of a building the other girls had never noticed before and would pull them up onto the 

roof where they could bathe in the sun and shed their skin along with their worries.  Yarra liked 

Nicky a lot before she found out about the abuse.  She wished Nicky hadn’t have been so messed 

up or else maybe they would have remained friends. 

“Why the hell aren’t you in the hospital?” 

“Don’t make me hang up the phone, Ya.  You know why I’m not there,” and then Sage 

started to cry a sulking whimper and Yarra, frustrated as she was, knew she had to change the 

mood again, fast, or else Sage would feel attacked and would cut off their contact for days or 

weeks.   

The static and caffeine tingled in Yarra’s tendons.  She felt jumpy and she could hear 

muffled gasps and the bed thumping against the wall in the next room.  Sage’s upsetting call, the 

stranger at the refrigerator, her housemates fucking in the morning—these were all a matter of 

routine.  Routine disgusted her.  She checked three times that Sage was no longer on the line and 

dialed 9-1-1.  She had never done this before.  It was thrilling.  It felt momentarily like she was 

saying goodbye to the burden of Sage’s secrets.  It was relief.  She shared with the operator every 

detail she could accurately relay about Sage and Nicky’s fight.  
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Relief made way for regret.  She sustained a nauseating fear that her impulsive actions 

might mean saying goodbye to her dearest friendship.  She ran to the bathroom and steadied 

herself on the rim of toilet seat.  She saw herself distorted in the water below.  The sight was 

enough to make her heave.  She had no way of knowing whether she was reacting to her guilt or 

the coffee and her hangover.   

She drove east across the city, away from the mountains.  She wanted to speed.  She 

wanted to scream.  She rolled down the windows and let the wind twist her short hair up into a 

nest.  For the first time in years she welcomed the stench of combustion and hot asphalt.  She felt 

dirty. 

Sweat pooled between her lower back and the car seat, warm and salty.  Before she 

moved to the city, Yarra lived in a tiny little hot springs town she jokingly called the Womb.  The 

morning of Yarra’s move she came upon her mother on the porch, pulling hard at a hand-rolled 

cigarette tipped in hash oil.  At nearly 10,000 feet it can be 70 degrees Fahrenheit on a summer 

day but the skin will blister and burn so quickly that it feels insufferable.  It amazed Yarra that it 

could be so hot and arid and her body would be so willing to give its moisture away. 

“Beware of snakes,” her mother said as she handed the smoke to her daughter, her 

fingertips yellowed and curling.  It was one of those silly things her mother liked to say.  She and 

her witchy friends were full of intricate fables and superstitions.  Yarra thought these tales were 

childish, and somehow endearing all the same.  They said snakes could shape-shift.  They were 

fluid beings and they were not, for these reasons, to be trusted.  Still, the women acted as if it 

were a blessing to find a prairie rattler basking on a granite outcrop beside one of the spring 

pools.  Something about the blatancy of it—the sheer exposure and the lack of wont to hide—was 

romantic.  Bathing in those steaming sulfurous ponds used to make Yarra feel filthy though 

everyone else used them to cleanse.  That’s why she moved to the city.  She wanted to live in an 

urban space where the thirsty wind funneled through buildings like canyons and she would feel 

both metropolitan and wild.   
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“It’s the edge,” she’d tried to explain to her mother. 

“Of what?” 

“Humanity.” 

“There’s no such thing,” her mother said dismissively. 

“Sure there is.” 

“Then on what side does it exist?” 

Yarra maintained the ridiculous belief when she was a child that the women from the 

Womb who raised her were all snakes.  She researched them with zealous obsession.  They 

shared so many traits, these women and the rattlesnakes that lived beneath their porches.  

Rattlesnakes den communally, are not territorial or violently aggressive, and are sensory 

communicators.  And they don’t fight; they dance.  To Yarra this final fact was impossibly 

magical.  

Two rattlesnakes in combat will lift their heads high and graze their necks and bellies 

against one another, trying to topple the opponent.  Though they can bite, they do not, and though 

they tangle their bodies together, they do not constrict.  Often when they are seen in such an act it 

is confused for mating because of how sensual and delicate the performance appears.  Two liquid 

bodies applying resistance on one another and moving their joined center of gravity through 

space.  Yarra could think of no other beings who could settle a disagreement so gracefully.   

On the outside, she thought as she navigated into the city. 

When she arrived outside the apartment building, Yarra parked on the street, did not 

bother to put change in the meter and lit up a spliff, seatbelt still buckled and all.  The weed did 

not offer the desired calming effect.  Tapping her fingers on the dashboard, she thought every few 

seconds that she should go in and warn Sage of what she had done.  If only she could take it back.  

Then the police arrived and two men stepped out of the car, leaving it parked and unlocked in 

front of the building.  She scoffed, great; Sage will have these guys laid in thirty seconds.  She 

hoped Sage would be honest with them.  She doubted it.  She wasn’t sure what she had been 
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expecting when she made the call.  Once the men entered the building Yarra slunk back against 

the headrest and waited.  There was a tear in the upholstery that covered the inner roof of the car.  

She stuck her fingers in it. 

Sage came to her door standing tall, plump, and effortlessly, her raven hair braided and 

draped over her left shoulder like something scaled and scorched, hiding her neck and ear.  She 

held a book in one hand and a cup of tea steaming in the other, and the way her dimples expanded 

and contracted as she offered an apologetic smile to the officers gave them pause. 

“I’m sorry,” she said before they could assert themselves, “I was expecting someone else.  

Please, come in.  I am afraid there has been a bit of confusion.  Sit down.  Would you like some 

tea?”  The men exchanged looks of bemusement and she directed them to the living room.  The 

apartment was neat; the doors to the bedroom, bathroom, and closets were shut, and though the 

windows were open to let the air filter through, the blinds were closed tight to keep off the 

searing sun.  The darkness was silencing and confining.  Sage glanced at the front door.  She 

moved leisurely to accommodate her dizziness, but in her floor-length robe this gave her the 

appearance that she was floating.   

One of the men cleared his throat and tried to re-establish authority. “I’m sorry ma’am, 

but we received a call saying that you were beaten by your, um, partner.” 

Sage released a single chuckle though it hurt her to do so.  She pointed at a photograph 

on the wall of her and Nicky kissing.  It featured Nicky dwarfed next to Sage.  She was blonde 

with petite eyes and bright freckles, her strong arms covered by a jean jacket, her head tilted up to 

reach Sage beside her. 

“I promise you my girlfriend did not beat me.  My best friend—I’m assuming that’s who 

contacted you.  Yarra, her name is Yarra—you see, she’s always had little a thing for me and it’s 

been escalating.” Emotions encroached on her while she spoke—anger, guilt, sorrow, frustration, 

betrayal, hurt…every kind of hurt—but she let them go and carried on with committed intent.  “I 

admit, I might have had a little too much to drink the other night and…well, I don’t think it’s 
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quite necessary for me to tell you the whole story, but you know, it resulted in an exchange of 

some pretty mean and insensitive words.  She has a tendency to react a bit irrationally sometimes.  

I think she believes it would be easier for her if Nicky were out of the picture but it’s just not 

going to happen.”  Sage articulated every last word that drained from her mouth with complete 

sincerity.  Perhaps she herself considered them true. 

The men continued to ask questions and only one sipped his tea.  Though they sustained 

an air of professionalism, they were in agreement that there had indeed been a misunderstanding.  

When he felt the time was right, one of the men stood and handed Sage a card, resting his hand on 

her shoulder, offering his assistance should she need it.  He winked, though she did not see and 

they left without further investigation.  Sage smiled, smirked really, and shut the door gently 

behind them as they walked out. 

Outside in her car, Yarra was rapidly oscillating through an onslaught of feelings and she 

couldn’t keep track of any of them.  Her mouth felt drier than the air outside and she was trying to 

breathe but it felt like something was scalding her from inside of her chest and she held swamps 

in her palms.  Her phone vibrated before she saw the policemen leave the building.  The text read, 

fuck you we’re done.   

She took the stairs two at a time.  

When she got inside the apartment Sage was crying, sobbing ferociously and fumbling in 

the kitchen, the sound of a plastic bottle and rattling pills cascading across the linoleum.  Yarra 

didn’t knock or shut the door behind her; she stormed in with hurried concern.  Then she saw 

Sage, hysteric and unbelievable.  Before she could apologize, Yarra’s mood switched entirely.  

She grabbed Sage hard beneath the chin and yelled.  She screamed even louder when Sage turned 

her deaf ear toward her.  Yarra thought the two of them might be melting into one another.  Their 

chests touching, slippery, like the ribbed bellies of a pair of snakes. 

“What were you thinking?  Why didn’t you tell them?” she shouted. “That was your one 

shot—is this what you wanted?!  Answer me!” 
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Her body was hot and foreign and her voice sounded hoarse and unfamiliar.  She thought 

she saw Nicky walk in, but it was only her own reflection jerking across the stainless steel of the 

refrigerator door. 

She watched in the distorted reflection as Sage slipped from her grip and collapsed to the 

ground.  Yarra did not bother to catch or comfort her.  She felt her esophagus bubbling some kind 

of rage and Sage hardly moved but to coil her limbs, her head wrapped into her forearms, the way 

someone who is used to taking blows might—contorting her body to best absorb impact.  Yarra 

assumed it was her friend’s best defense and she sneered.  It looked pitiful to be constricting 

herself in such a hopeless way, like she was a rodent with nowhere left to hide.  She felt a 

disturbing urge to kick Sage.  Perhaps she should take something, maybe a pan from the stove to 

hit her with.  She eyed the knives hungrily, and though she knew she would do nothing, 

imagining it was so gratifying it scared her.   

She started to panic; she left the kitchen and paced in the room where the policemen had 

just sat.  She saw the teacups on the coffee table; I should call them; I feel sick; this isn’t right; I 

should be locked up.  She licked her lips.  Parched.  Meanwhile Sage uncoiled and prepared to 

strike.  She slipped her arms around Yarra, interrupting her contemplation.  Their eyes met for the 

first time since Yarra had entered the apartment.  There was the slightest streak of cracked blood 

pooled in the dent above Sage’s lip and Yarra wondered how it was possible that the policemen 

hadn’t noticed.   

Their apology tasted like iron. 

Neither woman flinched or questioned her movements, but Yarra tried ever so lightly to 

withdraw.  The pathetic gesture was nothing more than a show of defense.  As she pulled back 

Sage leaned forward and traced the line of Yarra’s bottom lip with her own.  Yarra knew that 

Sage didn’t really want to kiss her.  Neither of them wanted it, but still they continued.  They 

moved with intent and synchronicity—a sensory dance that communicated years’ worth of 

unsettled words. 
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Yarra’s thoughts skipped around uneasily though she wore her stillness with suspicious 

comfort.  Against her, the movements of Sage’s body, the perfect rhythm of it, the calculations of 

each shift, told her that Sage was not thinking at all.  There was nothing in the room but Yarra’s 

thoughts pounding out, begging her to say “no.”  But she was paralyzed.  A tear slipped down her 

cheek and she opened her eyes just barely, so that Sage might not notice and think that they were 

still closed.  When she saw that Sage’s eyes were wide open and determined, a shiver quaked its 

way through her and her skin rose in fear in all the places wet with the perspiration of her earlier 

anger.  The seam of Sage’s parted lips curled up momentarily at the corners.  Holy shit, she’s 

enjoying this.   

Yarra tried to keep up.  She lifted Sage, let her twirl her thick limbs around her waist and 

squeeze her belly tight.  She carried her into the bedroom, kissing as delicately as she could the 

bruises around her neck, unsure if they were there before she had groped her in the kitchen 

earlier.  There wasn’t a lick of moisture in the air.  She laid Sage down on the mattress, the sun 

slipping through the slit between buildings and cutting a white line across her torso.  The sheets 

were stiff and balled in the corner of the room.  In the night the blood had seeped through the 

sheets and into the mattress and carved a sinuous line, which gradated away from the dented 

bedpost.  Yarra slithered atop her friend’s limpid body, looking through her, at the rouge stains 

beneath. 
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Estranged: Intra-species predation in Homo sapiens 

 

 

 

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE - INTRODUCTION 

Take a moment.  Consider these terms: predation, prey, ecology, environment, and 

habitat.  What images do they conjure?  For me, these words invoke a variety of images, most of 

which could be seen in the pages of National Geographic or a scene in Planet Earth.  These are 

“animal” words.  But what happens when the word “human” precedes them?  Consider: human 

predation, human prey, human ecology, human environment, and human habitat.  What are you 

imagining now?  What scenes, smells, sounds, etc.?  

This project is a creative and ongoing exploration of the second set of terms.  This body 

of work centers on the phenomenon of predatory acts among Homo sapiens.  While doing 

research for, planning, and writing my stories, I’ve found that in order to best comprehend human 

predation, it is also necessary to understand its context within the web of other terms.  The 

process of delineating the definitions of and relationships between these terms has been anything 

but linear.  In fact, it has been much like navigating a maze.  Like a spider web or a bird’s nest 

this maze is both intricate and structurally sound, and has no end, no beginning, and infinite ways 

to get from one point to another.  

The following pages map my journey through this maze.  First, I will define human 

ecology to provide a reference point.  Then I will define human predation and the “roles” of 

human predators and prey.  The last definitions I will provide are those of habitat and 

environment in human terms.  Once this groundwork has been laid, I will refer to the theory that 

has influenced my writing and thinking.  Finally, I will discuss formal choices of the project.  The 
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major component of which is how non-human characters are acting in relation to human 

characters within the collection.  

The thread that ties the sections of this note together and propels this project is human 

predation.  The project was founded as a search to define human predation.  The fictional stories 

created a platform for that exploration.  Along the way, I found many other themes and concepts 

to explore, as listed prior.  This note is an explanation of all the places that search has taken me. 

 
ECOLOGY vs. HUMAN ECOLOGY: WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

Though my maze offers no logical starting point, I’ll begin this note with a discussion of 

human ecology.  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, human ecology and ecology differ 

in only one major way.  Human ecology is about “the relationships between people, social 

groups, and their environment,” while ecology is about “relationships between organisms and 

their environment” (“ecology, n.,” “human ecology, n.” OED online).  But if humans are 

organisms, why distinguish the two? 

In this project, these terms differ in that human ecology assumes exclusivity to humans.  

Ecology is the study of ecosystems, which are complex systems of living organisms inhabiting 

one environment.  Human ecology then suggests human ecosystems, “the system of such [human] 

relationships in an area of human settlement,” also exist (“human ecology, n.” OED online).  The 

most pertinent reason for me to distinguish between the two in the context of my project is that 

human ecosystems are composed of nearly exclusively intra-species relationships—though I 

know a few pet owners who would argue this notion—while ecosystems are composed of many 

species operating in conjunction with one another. 

Drawing upon patterns of interspecies ecologies, my work calls into question how ideas 

of dependency and symbiosis translate to a human ecology.  Some questions my project asks are: 

How do human relationships mimic interspecies dependencies?  Are these dependencies 

necessary for survival or do they fill an exclusively “human” purpose?  There are no concrete 
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answers to these questions, though my work suggests that these dependencies fulfill only human 

purposes while mimicking interspecies relationships.  

Looking beyond symbiotic relationships between multiple species and toward broader 

ecological roles, similar questions can be asked about human predation within human ecosystems.  

Are there individuals who mimic specific roles or ecological “niches” that would normally be 

filled by a single species in the context of an ecosystem?  Are there humans who act solely as 

predators?  As prey?  Are these roles simply cultural reflections of a “natural” world?  To what 

extent are these roles defined by the moral and societal standards within a given human 

environment?  To what extent are these roles biological, if at all?  And finally, are these roles 

dependent on one another?  Do prey exist as prey without a predator?  Vice versa?  What might 

make one person more predisposed to be a predator/prey than another?   

My collection offers possible situations that might exemplify, and at times complicate, 

the potential answers to such questions.  These questions make space for readers to arrive at their 

own conclusions about the development of human ecology and predation.  Some of these 

questions you will find resolved in this note, while others are explored without conclusion.  In 

order to fully address these questions, I will first address the concepts of human predation and 

human environment. 

 

 

 
DEFINING PREDATION AND PREY IN HUMAN TERMS  

Human predation is predatory behavior enacted by humans upon other humans.  It differs 

from a general definition of predation in the following ways.  The Oxford English Dictionary 

(OED) defines predation (n) as follows: 

1. The action of plundering or pillaging; depredation; ruthless exploitation or 

victimization; an instance of this. 

2. The preying of one animal on others; the behavior of a predator; (also occas.) an 

instance of this. 

(“predation, n.” OED online) 
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These definitions focus largely on the actions of the predator.  However, as I will discuss in the 

section on role oscillation, the role of prey makes human predation unique.  Unlike the dictionary 

definition of predation, prey, when used as a verb, is centered on the object of prey—the victim of 

predation.  The verb also acknowledges impositions on the mind of prey by a predator, which is 

especially important for considering human predations that include coercion or manipulation. 

Prey (v) –  

1. Of an animal: to seize, kill, or hunt habitually as prey. Also in extended use. Also to prey 

of. 

2. To take advantage of; to exploit; to make (esp. a class of person) the victim of a particular 

crime, swindle, etc. 

3. To exert a harmful or destructive influence over; to wear down gradually, eat away at. 

 Chiefly in to prey on (also upon) one’s mind: to unsettle or worry one continually. 

(“prey, v.” OED online) 

The attention to the effects of a predator onto prey in these last three definitions of prey (v) 

suggests a bilateral relationship where both predator and prey have agency as opposed to the 

definition of predation that only focuses on the agency of the predator.  I have tried to capture this 

agency of prey in my own definition of human predation. 

Based on the OED definitions of predation and prey, I have created a new definition for 

the predation that occurs only between humans and which is unnecessary to the survival of the 

predator.  My definition combines necessary elements from the previous two definitions as well 

as influence from OED definitions of violence, predator, and prey (n). 

Human predation (n) –  

1. The preying of one human on another or others; the aggressive, violent, or manipulative 

behavior of a predator; the intent or action to hunt, take advantage of, exploit, exert 

harmful or destructive influence over, or continually unsettle or worry another; an 

instance of this. 

 

I created this definition because of the ways in which humanity and animality influence 

perceptions of predatory behavior between humans.  When violence, exploitation, or other 

harmful behaviors are viewed as expressions of animality, they are perceived as “natural” or 
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“instinctive” behavior; predation.1  However, because the kinds of predatory behaviors that 

humans enact on one another are not directly beneficial to the survival of an individual or of the 

species and do not have any discovered evolutionary benefit, these behaviors need to be defined 

separately from those that do. 

I am asking readers to consider their opinions on the following questions: Is human 

predation an act of humanity or animality?  In what ways do humans as a “cultured” species 

condemn or justify predatory action between humans?  How are these condemnations or 

justifications supported by cultural perceptions of animality and humanity?   

 

HUMAN HABITATS AND ENVIRONMENTS 

Midway through my project, I discovered a hole in my concept.  I’d begun the project 

with the understanding that people are the product of their environments and therefore human 

predators and human prey should also develop as a part of environment.  However, defining 

environment alone seemed like a nearly impossible task.  I eventually realized that environments 

resist borders and boundaries and therefore it becomes a fraught task simply trying to define one 

environment from the next.  So I looked first to the OED for a concise definition of environment 

and here is what I pulled: 

Environment (n)— 

1. The physical surroundings or conditions in which a person or other organism lives, 

develops, etc., or in which a thing exists; the external conditions affecting the life 

existence, or properties of an organism or object   

2. The social, political, or cultural circumstances in which a person lives, esp. with respect 

to their effect on behavior, attitudes, etc.  

(“environment, n.” OED online) 

 

The first, which describes environment as a physical entity, aligns more with the aforementioned 

“animal” ideas of ecology.  The second definition, however, is a cultural or “human” definition of 

environment.   

                                                        
1 This is exemplified by such reports on human behavior as A Natural History of Rape by Randy Thornhill 

and Craig Palmer and is subsequently disproven by the collection of essays within Evolution, Gender, and 

Rape. 
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My definition of human environment that I have come up with combines the two:  

Human environment (n)— 

1. The physical, social, political, and cultural conditions in which a person lives and 

develops; the perceived and affective surroundings of an individual 

 

It was important to me to have a definition that captures the ways in which environment both 

affects and is affected by humans physically and culturally.  There are a handful of theorists who 

brought me to develop this definition, but it was most influenced by Hélène Cixous, Micheal de 

Certeau, Jane Bennett, and Yi-Fu Tuan.   

As actors within an environment, we interact with it in infinite ways.  The physical 

environment might have an effect on the body.  For example, heat, crowded spaces, and loud 

noises have been proven to make individuals more violent (Gavin and Porter, 18-19).  Chemicals 

in the air or metals in water and other consumed resources might affect brain chemistry, motor 

function, and other bodily behaviors (Alaimo, “Invisible Matters”).  But also, humans affect the 

environment in how they perceive it; it is a human construct.  “Environment” only exists insofar 

as humans observe it.   

In placing Certeau and Cixous in conversation with one another, I think it is possible to 

come up with a platform to host the performance of human agency within an environment or 

habitat.  Certeau writes of creating a city or a “concept city” through observation.  He calls this 

mode of walking and observing, “pedestrian speech acts,” relating observational thought to verbal 

or written speech acts (Certeau, “Walking the City” 97-99).  Given this, if humans, through 

thought, have the ability to create the world as they wish it to be seen, then shouldn’t this give 

them full reign over how act within it?  

Cixous has one answer to this.  As she discovers in “Attacks of the Castle,” the 

expectation of a place makes impossible the arrival to it, for what is in the imagination can never 

truly be produced.   “You cannot see what you want to see… It’s because of desire” (Cixous, 

“Attacks of the Castle” 303).  This gives the environment agency to affect the individual in 

unexpected ways.  In my stories, I utilize unmet expectations of environment as a means of 
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dissociating and making vulnerable characters who become too comfortable with their 

expectations of their surroundings.  

Certeau provides a different answer to the question he inspired.  The physical 

environment acts back on the individual, creating options and rules for how the individual can 

and should move through it.  So, though the walker could make stylistic choices as to how she 

moves through the city by traveling through alleyways rather than main throughways or through 

buildings rather than around, etc. she would be breaking the expectations that the city has of her 

(Certeau, “Walking the City” 97-105).  Similar to the environment unexpectedly affecting the 

individual, this sort of agency on the individual’s behalf allows that person to take unexpected 

actions even within the supposed constraints of the given environment.  

The questions that follow from this understanding of human and environmental agency 

are, how does human predation manifest in response to the human environment?  And do you 

expect different forms of human predation to occur in differing environments?  

My stories develop the theory that humans are more predisposed to act in accordance 

with the environment in which they were raised or spend the most time.  I am calling this 

environment habitat, and will delve further into its definition momentarily.  It is in these 

environments where a person feels the least vulnerable because they are “adapted” to them.  The 

individual is familiar with the physical space and the cultural mentality of its other inhabitants. 

 Habitat is specific to species.  Multiple species can thrive in the same habitat, but each habitat 

has traits that are directly beneficial to its inhabitants.  Human habitat is specific to cultural 

subgroups and could be considered a micro social environment.   

To exist in a given human habitat is to be adapted to that specific locality culturally and 

socially.  These places are characterized by Yi-Fu Tuan’s theory of topophilia.  He defines 

topophilia broadly as “all of the human being’s affective ties with the material environment” 

(Tuan, 93).  His definition is later narrowed to resemble how I am defining habitat as separate 

from other environments.  That is, “feelings that one has toward a place because it is home, the 
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locus of memories, and the means of gaining a livelihood” (ibid.)  Especially in the human 

context, habitat, like environment, is comprised not only of physical characteristics but also other 

people who affect the morals, attitudes, and perceptions in and of that environment; other people 

can act upon one another as environmental actants.2  When considering the development of 

societal roles in a given human environment, including other humans as influential actors as part 

of the environment is especially important.  These theories led me to ask a final question about 

environment: How does environment, both social and physical, shape a person’s likelihood to 

become predator-prone or prey-prone?3 

 

ROLE OSCILLATION IN PREDATOR/PREY RELATIONSHIPS  

A major component that makes human predation different from interspecies predation is 

that prey and predator roles are not preordained.  Culturally, certain expectations may be in place.  

In the broader American culture within which my project exists, the expectation is that men are 

predators and women are prey.  Additionally it might be expected that predators are people who 

come from only certain habitats or environments (be it a specific city or even neighborhood 

within such a city and so on) and likewise for prey—we imagine these people as having certain 

character traits that make them “suitable” for one role or another.  My work challenges the reader 

to question these assemblages.4 

If all members of a species are expected to share traits, then all human beings should 

have the capacity to act as both predators and/or prey.  This means an individual is also able to 

oscillate through predator/prey roles.  My stories investigate some of the ways in which 

                                                        
2 “An actant never really acts alone.  It’s efficacy or agency always depends on the collaboration, 

cooperation, or interactive interference of many bodies and forces.  A lot happens to the concept of agency 

once nonhuman things are figured less as social constructions and more as actors, and once humans 

themselves are assessed not as autonoms but as vital materialities” (Bennett, 21). 

3 While writing the stories in the collection a common theme cropped up centering around childhood.  I 

might suggest that Paul Shepard’s theories on ontology and human development provide a reasonable 

answer to this question (Coming Home to the Pleistocene, 39). 
4 “The kind of relation obtaining between the parts of a volatile but somehow functioning whole” is an 

“assemblage” (Bennett, 23).  In this case, that assemblage is of the relationships between actants in an 

instance of human predation. 
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characters embody these roles and take on varying roles.   This includes how trauma and 

adrenaline responses can turn fear or “typical” prey behaviors (esp. flight and freeze) into 

predatory, aggressive, or violent reactions to being preyed upon (fight).   

In thinking about that role oscillation, my work turns to Helen Gavin and Theresa 

Porter’s influential work, Female Aggression.  This book has supported and influenced ways that 

I have implemented role oscillation between predators and prey in my collection.  I use the term 

oscillation instead of reversal because first and foremost, reversal implies that there exists a 

standard or norm that is being flipped.  Furthermore, reversal suggests that there are only two 

possible roles, which exist in opposition to one another.  Oscillation, on the other hand, leaves 

room for more possibilities than a simple swap between predator and prey figures and allows for 

two (or more) individuals to prey simultaneously upon one another as well as other complexities 

within human predatory relationships (e.g. multiple predators and/or prey, neutral roles, etc.). 

 Additionally, remember that the cultural expectation is that this norm is a binary upon which the 

aggressive and predatory male acts upon the female prey.  As Gavin and Porter point out, 

however, there is no predisposition toward predation by one sex or another.  There exist only 

these cultural expectations based on gender identity rather than biological sex (Gavin and Porter, 

6).  This is additionally proved by Peggy Reeves Sanday in her chapter, “Rape-Free versus Rape-

Prone: How Culture Makes a Difference” in Evolution, Gender, and Rape, who points out that 

“rape is not randomly distributed cross-culturally but is associated with interpersonal violence, 

male social dominance, and the subordination of women” specific to that cultural environment 

(340).   

 

FORMAL DECISIONS 

As far as form goes, creative writing was imperative for this process because it has given 

freedom to the thoughts that I have been exploring.  Hélène Cixous says to women, “Write 

yourself.  Your body must be heard” (“The Laugh of the Medusa” 880).  Additionally, Certeau 
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posits that a story, enacted as a form of speech act, can create a space (“Walking the City” 107).  

These two things are what I have set out to do in this project.  These stories are speech acts 

fabricated with corporeal intent.  It is my hope that I have created an environment where the 

reader can explore the answers to all the questions I have asked, while also having a bodily 

experience. 

In this first iteration, the collection focuses on partner and sexual violence.  However, 

these are not the only forms of human predation I would like to explore.  I hope to continue 

working on the project to discover additional intricacies and predatory relationships to add to the 

maze.    

The most notable formal decision that links these stories is the inclusion of non-human 

animal characters.  The involvement of non-human species as both agents and metaphors 

throughout the collection is a move toward complicating the status of intra-species predation.  Its 

purpose is to provide a comparison for the reader.  These cross-species comparisons suggest that 

there is a relationship between intra and interspecies predation.  The onus is on the reader to 

decide what that relationship is. 

In most of the stories, even those in which the non-human characters have strong 

metaphorical resonance, those characters are co-actants in human predation.  They constitute part 

of the relationships within an assemblage of human and non-human agency.  Like the actants in 

Jane Bennett’s assemblages in Vibrant Matter, these characters affect one another from within the 

assemblage, rather than as separate entities affecting from the outside (“The Agency of 

Assemblages” 24).  If humans and non-human animals are to be separated along the divide of 

“nature” and “culture,” these assemblages would not be possible, because one group would 

always be acting upon the other from the outside.  The use of non-human animal characters in the 

collection extends the idea that humans as a species of mimicry do not need to have a biological 

necessity for intra-species violence in order to enact it.  Rather it implies that one possibility for 

justification of human predation is the observation of predatory behavior in other species.  This is 
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not the only possibility and I do not suggest to promote it as one that I particularly support, but it 

does offer and example to how it is imperative to challenge the divide between “nature” and 

“culture” in order to effectively explore the assemblages of human predation.  The non-human 

characters in my stories are at times personified or anthropomorphized as a way to help the reader 

identify potential links between intra and interspecies predation but also to exaggerate the agency 

that non-human actants can have as a part of a human environment.  When humans are positioned 

so closely to other species, it becomes impossible to consider not the ways in which they are 

similar and different.  

My use of the title verb, estranged, is perhaps the most telling cue into my stance on the 

answers to the kinds of questions I have been asking while working on this project.  The title 

suggests an estrangement between Homo sapiens and something else.  The most redolent question 

I ask, and the one that I will leave you with, is: what are we being estranged from?  My work 

might suggest that we are estranged from the animal kingdom, the mammalian class in particular, 

or from “nature” and “natural environments.”  It also could mean that we are estranged from one 

another.  Culture has created boundaries so thick and vast within our own species that humans 

would seem to have become unrecognizable to one another as members of the same species.  Is it 

possible that this lack of recognition leads to the justification and implementation of harm and 

violence; of predation?  That is for you to decide.  
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