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Introduction

Animals speak. But humans are, with few exceptions, ill-
equipped to understand them. 

Fortunately, we have writers. 
Writers play the critical role of interpreter, positioned 

between humans and the billions of nonhuman animals with 
whom we share this planet. In Among Animals 3, you will 
meet some of these writers as well as the animals who inspire 
them. Some of these stories are as challenging as others are 
inspiring, and we hope you come away from them feeling as 
enlightened as we felt upon first reading them. 

While these stories are fiction, their messages feel all too 
real, all too relevant. Perhaps it is because fiction breaks down the 
walls that we have long built up between humans and animals.   

We began the Among Animals series to showcase the 
power that fiction can bring to issues for which facts and 
data too often fall flat. As with climate change. Or animal 
protection. Or the ever-present myth that animals are on 
this planet as our subordinates. Carol J. Adams once wrote, 
“You can’t argue with mythology.” But fiction can challenge 
mythology in ways that mere facts cannot. Fiction deploys 
passions and emotions and dreams to disrupt time-worn 
habits and traditions. Fiction can change the world.
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A collection for the Anthropocene
With this edition, we discovered stories that, as a whole, feel 
more visceral, more urgent than ever. Perhaps it is climate 
change and the plight of animal species around the globe that 
compels us all, writers and readers alike, to take a closer look 
at what we are so close to losing. Perhaps it is also the plight of 
the human species and the many stresses of a tiny virus. The 
rapid spread of Covid has underscored that we humans are 
not just animals but highly social animals who can spread a 
virus faster than any other species on this planet. And perhaps 
because of Covid, we face the simple realization that life is 
short and we must make the most of our time and our talents.

Fortunately, these writers have made the most of their 
talents in writing about animals, about species ranging from 
dogs and cats to chickens and pigs. In one story, we meet a 
donkey. In another, a jaguar. And we even encounter a species 
or two not yet formally identified.

Seeing through the eyes of animals
The animal perspective is perhaps the most challenging 
perspective to write, as we are all guessing in the end. And yet 
we can imagine what an animal might be thinking or feeling, 
and this simple act, the act of empathy, is fundamental to 
awakening humanity to the challenges that animals face. In 
“Separation,” Janay Brun blends the journeys of migrants 
and a jaguar along the American border; in doing so, she 
underscores the painful truths of suffering among human and 
nonhuman animals. In “Liftoff,” Ingrid L. Taylor takes us 
inside a primate’s body as he is sent into space, never to return. 

Jacquie Vervain, in “Behind the Chokecherry,” goes one 
step further, imagining the journey of a pig in the afterlife, a 
haunting story that blends religion and ritual with the plight 
of a heartbreakingly beautiful pig.
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Relationships, human and other
In “The Art of Dying,” Nadja Lubiw-Hazard shares a 
passionate tale of love as a rescued crow returns with gifts of 
gratitude for a woman with a failing body part, not her own.

Kipp Wessel, in “Brasita de Fuego,” writes about a 
vermilion flycatcher found far outside of his range and a 
narrator who is also a bit lost and soon to be found. Diane 
Lefer, in “Survival Skills,” shares a uniquely Southern 
Californian tale of humans and mountain lions and what 
happens when their worlds quite literally collide.

Perspectives on a virus
The pandemic is represented in this collection as well. 
JoeAnn Hart examines the intersection of Covid with our 
neighborhood corvids in her touching story “Flying Home.” 
And in “Ava,” Denise Rettew takes us into a child’s world 
where the truth is not clouded by rationalizations or other 
adult “realities” but where reality and magic blur together. 

Exploring the world of the animal activist
What does it mean to be an animal activist? The word activist 
is often loaded with baggage for those whose livelihoods are 
threatened by humans standing up for animals. Yet we are all 
animal activists in our own ways. You don’t have to look far in 
life to find someone who has adopted an animal from a shelter or 
fed a stray. As more people become aware of the plight of animals 
around them, they are changing their behaviors (adopting instead 
of buying, supporting local animal sanctuaries, giving up meat 
and dairy) as well as speaking up, writing letters, attending city 
council meetings, holding signs in protest.  

The stories “For the Animals” by Setter Brindle Birch and 
“The Pet Project” by Helia S. Rethmann take us inside the 
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worlds of animal activism and protection, worlds that present 
unique challenges all their own.

Looking backward
As in previous editions of Among Animals, we continue to 
look back at our history, but not in reverence for the ways 
we coexisted with animals. The word coexist is too liberally 
used even today. In J. Bowers’s story “One Trick Pony,” we 
witness the cruelty that Hollywood has inflicted on animals 
ever since its beginnings, in this fictional version of a tragic 
and true story of a horse who resisted. In “The Ass of Otranto” 
by Marilyn Moriarty, we go back in time through the eyes of 
one such defendant, found guilty of murder.  

Looking forward
You will also find stories here that gaze into the speculative 
future. In “Last of the Sasquatch Wilds,” James Edward 
O’Brien imagines the future of a purported species that 
actually looks painfully familiar today, with other endangered 
species. And “The Curious Case of the Cave Salamander” 
by Gwen C. Katz takes urban myths to a darkly humorous 
extreme; as the character Kira says, “humans had a good run.”

Writers make us look
In “Everything That Can Go Wrong with a Body,” Elisabeth 
Benjamin presents us with the violent business of a small 
chicken farm through the eyes of a narrator who cannot bring 
herself to witness the act of killing. By the end of the story, she 
is compelled to watch, as we, the readers, join her. It is not an 
easy sight to behold. 

 Perhaps the first great step we all must take in improving 
the lives of animals—all animals—is not to look away. The 
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second great step we all must take is to act. In “Brothers” by 
Charlene Logan, a number of people bear witness to dogs in 
need, but nobody responds in time. Writers challenge us to 
look and to act.   

These stories challenge us to see what we have tried to 
avoid seeing. It’s only by looking straight on—and acting 
upon what we witness—that we can ensure a better future for 
animals and the planet. 

Thank you for joining us on this journey. 
Thank you for not looking away.

— John Yunker
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Nadja Lubiw-Hazard

She had a scar on her throat, over her trachea, a beautiful 
puckered vulnerability that I couldn’t stop staring at. She 
was sharp-angled and luminous, like a sickle moon. There 
was a skinny brindle pit bull lying across her feet, all ribs and 
muscles and lolling tongue, fur the color of burnt butternut 
squash. She glanced up and saw me staring; the dog looked 
up, too, with wide-set, ghostly blue eyes. I looked away and 
stumbled back, dizzy from all those eyes, as if I were being 
appraised by a multi-ocular divine being. 

When I told her how I felt under the gaze of those four 
luminous eyes, weeks later, as we lay on a grassy hillock, 
watching the Perseid meteor shower, she said nothing. But 
hours later, as we lay entwined in bed, her head resting between 
my breasts, both of us somewhere between wakefulness and 
sleep, she whispered, “Like Argus, with a hundred eyes that 
never sleep.” She sighed, and I felt her breath tickle against my 
naked skin. “Always watching.”

“What?” I asked, coming fully awake. “Who’s Argus?” 
But she wouldn’t say more. That’s what she was like, full of 
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sublime silences and unspoken words, not with any hint of 
shyness or awkwardness, but in a more profound way: the 
quiet of a cedar tree, of a pink evening sky, of a wary wolf. For 
a long time after she left I could still hear her silence, lingering 
nearby, longing to be heard. 

—

Once she spoke for over an hour, the day she told me about 
the crow. The dog and I both listened with rapt attention, 
afraid any movement might break the spell of tongues she 
was under. 

She was eleven, she said, living in a basement room with 
her dad, in a run-down bungalow on a dead-end street. The 
place belonged to one of her dad’s old friends. Maybe they 
had sold dope together when they were younger, she said, or 
played together in a grunge band. 

“I’d just had surgery, the third, maybe the fourth.” She 
skimmed a finger over the scar on her neck, circled back, and 
caressed it tenderly. The dog watched her without blinking, his 
tail swishing back and forth across the floorboards. He couldn’t 
contain himself; his love for her was always spilling over. 

Mostly her dad was gone, she told me. Sometimes when 
he returned he’d bring something for her: a pair of gerbils in a 
shoebox, faded Levi’s from the Goodwill, a couple of tattered 
paperbacks. One day he brought her Zora Neale Hurston’s 
book Their Eyes Were Watching God. 

 “I was supposed to be doing schoolwork to stay caught up 
with my fifth grade class. Instead I was lying in a hammock 
underneath the lilac tree in the backyard, reading. I’d never 
read a book like that before. It woke me up to the world, to all 
its heartache and tenderness. And it taught me to be defiant.”  
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She laughed and then stopped abruptly, like the lid on a music 
box slamming shut. 

She continued her story. One morning she found a crow 
caught in the wooden fence behind the hammock at the 
back of the yard. The bird’s head was wedged in the small 
gap between two boards; all that was visible was the headless 
body and wings hanging down, the tail feathers spread out in 
a little black fan. The crow must have been there for a while, 
battering his wings up and down against the fence. There were 
two arcs of blood splattered on the boards, one on his left, one 
on his right, the exact same distance away from the body. A 
little shiver ran through her as she spoke, and the dog whined, 
a high-pitched, rusty squeak. I pictured the bird, held in that 
terrible embrace, bracketed by his own blood. The macabre 
symmetry of it seemed beautiful. 

“I slid him up and out,” she said, “and just held him in my 
arms. But he wasn’t dead. He was blinking! He was still alive!” 

I saw the crow’s third eyelid flashing white across the 
blackness of his eye, like a little burst of sheet lightning. She 
told me about nursing him back to health: massaging his cold 
claws; bathing the bloodied wings; microwaving one of her 
dad’s sweatshirts and then bundling the bird up in it to warm 
him up; feeding him scrambled eggs and ketchup, the only 
meal she knew how to make.

“I fell in love,” she said. Wistfully, as if she knew she 
would never feel that way again. There was a sharp pain in my 
chest, as if the crow’s icy claws had grasped hold of my heart. 
I heard what she had left unsaid in all of our time together, 
what I knew she would never say to me.

“He got stronger, and then one day he flew away. He 
just left.” She stopped speaking. In the silence I imagined I 
could hear the biting lice gnawing through the crow’s downy 
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feathers, hear the rustle of tattered wings taking flight, hear 
his mother’s raucous squawks calling him home, calling to 
him from a thousand miles away. 

The dog barked sharply. We both looked at him, and her 
hand fluttered down to rest on his wide forehead. “Shush,” 
she said. She jumped up and retrieved a battered gray fishing 
tackle box from under her bed, unclasped the latches, and 
opened the lid. “Look,” she whispered.  “Look what the crow 
brought me.” 

There were six trays, each filled with multiple 
compartments, each one containing a single small item. She 
held up a luminescent yellow marble, striped and swirled like 
Jupiter. She told me she found it the day after the crow flew 
away, on her flip-flops, which she had left lying beneath the 
hammock. 

She showed me one thing after another, lifting each one 
from its holding place: a Christmas pine cone, dusted with 
gold glitter; a cracked snail shell; a rusted pentacle earring; 
the shiny reddish-brown exoskeleton of a june bug; a tangle 
of purple yarn. She had favorites. Most of the time, the gifts 
appeared when she wasn’t there, she said, but one time the 
crow had landed in the lilac tree above her, jumping nimbly 
from branch to branch. He had flown down to her and spread 
his wings out wide, dipped his glossy black head low, and then 
dropped a heart-shaped metallic tag at her feet. It was a 1998 
rabies tag from Val-d’Or, Quebec, tag #1621. She tucked 
the tag back in its place and then held out two gray stones, 
one flattish, the other smaller and egg-shaped. She told me 
how she had watched from the low basement window as the 
crow placed the flat stone down, then worked with his beak 
to balance the second stone atop the first. “He made me a 
sculpture,” she said, placing the stones carefully back in the 
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box. “He was a fucking artist.” She shook her head, her eyes 
wide with awe. 

I had a surge of jealousy for the crow, the finder of hidden 
things, an intense envy for the breathless catch in her voice 
when she talked about his rasping black laughter. It wasn’t 
a new feeling. I was jealous all the time: jealous of the dog, 
the way he licked the inside of her pale knees with his long 
wet tongue, the way she rubbed her bony knuckles tenderly 
across his massive forehead; jealous of her ex-girlfriend 
Therese, who sent postcards, one of the hot springs in Poços 
de Caldas, another of the sand dunes and lagoons at Lençóis 
Maranhenses National Park, signed all my love; jealous of the 
flimsy white bohemian smock with embroidered peacock eyes 
that she wore, the way it spent the day sliding against her 
small jutting breasts, so, so intimately.  

“Once he brought me a dead baby bird,” she said. She 
pulled out a stack of papers from the bottom of the tackle 
box. Underneath them I saw a pair of flip-flops and a tattered 
paperback copy of Zora’s book. She showed me the drawings 
she had done of the corpse. They were crude sketches: the 
beak a jarring gash of yellow, the closed eye like a blueberry, 
a bloated abdomen, spindly splayed legs. “I watched it 
decompose all summer, until it was just a little pile of tiny 
bones.”  

I could see them, the bones, in a corner compartment of 
the tackle box: the smooth dome of the baby bird’s skull; the 
miniscule ribs, curling in on themselves; the fragile femurs; 
the keel bone, sharp and curved, like a scythe. Her fingers 
touched down on them, brailling them, reading the gift 
of death. But she didn’t lift them out to show them to me. 
Instead, she closed the lid of the box and clasped it shut. 
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—

In the weeks that followed, I was filled with restlessness, with 
an incredible dissatisfaction for everything about myself. The 
things that had once made me feel I was special all became 
obsolete. My wild orange curls suddenly seemed crass, and I 
walked into Tony’s Barber Shop one Tuesday and got them 
shaved off. My work at the hospital seemed like an overdone 
plot from half a dozen TV shows. My hockey skates hung in 
my closet, unused, their once-gleaming blades gathering dust. 
I had no interest in myself. I disappeared, became a hull that 
contained only my immense desire for her.

One day I called in sick and followed her around the city. 
I wasn’t even sure what it was she did for a living; I knew only 
that it had something to do with medieval manuscripts or 
ancient maps. Her life was like the place marked here the lions 
abound, the uncharted territory, unwilling to be discovered. 

I waited across the street from her apartment, lingering 
with the nannies who were dropping kids off at the public 
school. My breath caught in my throat when she emerged. 
Would she see me lurking nearby, watching her? But she 
walked swiftly away, the brindle dog at her heels. 

I followed. She stopped at the Asian grocery, bought a 
handful of cherries, then walked to the nearby ravine. I 
watched the dog race ahead down the wooden steps, but I 
didn’t follow; I waited for them to re-emerge, an hour later. 
She spent the rest of the day sitting at the patio of a vegan 
café, the dog curled up at her feet, talking with a woman who 
was wearing a gossamer pink hijab. They seemed intimate. 
They touched each other easily, ate food from one another’s 
plates, laughed together with their heads thrown back, teeth 
flashing white in the sun. I watched from across the street as 
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she reached up and gathered her pale hair into a knot at the 
crown of her head, exposing the Sanskrit tattoo at the nape of 
her neck, and then let it fall back over her shoulders again. It 
was a gesture so familiar to me, yet she remained so unknown, 
that I winced.  Rage pulsed through me. I wanted to shake her 
until she convulsed and split apart, until her insides spilled 
out, until I could see all that she kept hidden. 

When I asked her later about her day, she told me only 
about walking the dog in the ravine, about what she thought 
might be a giant hogweed plant she had seen growing near the 
riverbank, the large umbels of dainty white flowers.  

We fought on her birthday a few weeks later, after she 
refused to tell me where she’d been earlier. I accused her of 
all her silences: the silence of apathy, the silence of mystery, 
the silence of neglect. We were in her bedroom. The tackle 
box sat at the foot of her bed, left there from the day she 
had shown me the crow’s gifts. I snatched it up and shook 
it furiously. “This isn’t love,” I screamed, hurling the box 
against the wall behind her. “You’re heartless. You’re not even 
capable of love.” 

She frowned, little creases between her eyes forming 
like frost on a window, icy and delicate. The only sound 
was the faint rustle of her emerald-green swing dress, 
the one that I had bought for her at a vintage shop on 
the weekend, as she bent to pick up the overturned box.  
       “I was at the cardiologist,” she said, shaking her head ever 
so slightly.  

“Why?” I shrieked. “Why?”  
She shrugged, an elegant lift of her shoulder, like a 

swan raising her wing to preen. She didn’t answer, but it was 
suddenly clear to me that all her surgeries had been of the 
heart. She’s dying, I thought. I fell to my knees, sick with 
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remorse. A moment ago her unknowable silences had seemed 
monstrous; now it was me who was the monster. 

She bent down and opened the lid of the box, then sat, 
tucking her feet under the wide green swirl of the skirt of the 
dress. The items had shifted, fallen from their compartments. 
She picked up a three-holed, pearly white button and tucked 
it back into its place, lovingly, as if she were placing a fallen 
baby bird back into a nest. Her cheeks were flushed a soft 
pink, the same color as the inner pinna of the dog’s ears. I 
didn’t speak. When she was done replacing everything, she 
closed the box and stood. I heard the same rustling sound as 
her dress shifted, and I imagined the sound of a baby crow, 
learning to talk, the high whispering trills and soft chortles 
she might make. 

“I have a bioprosthetic heart valve. From a pig. But 
it’s failing me.” She touched a hand lightly to her chest. 
“Sometimes I have dreams. Nightmares, I guess, about the 
pig, coming to find me. She’s not alive, but she’s not dead 
either. She comes for me, asking for her heart back. I always 
try, in the dream, to give it back. ‘Take it!’ I scream, and I 
start clawing at my own chest, trying to rip it out. She watches 
me. She has the most beautiful eyes, soft and gray.” 

I pictured the pig’s eyes: the pink eyelids, the tiny pale 
eyelashes, the whites of the eyes shining like two crescent 
moons. 

 “They’re filled with pity. She pities me! I have a piece of 
her heart, but she … she … ” A small, gulping sob escaped her 
lips. The dog paced in a tight circle around her, whimpering in 
distress. I did nothing. She was so lovely, in all her brokenness. I 
wanted to throw back my head and keen; to seize her trembling 
body and pull it to mine, crushing that shimmering green 
dress between us; to tear out her treacherous heart and replace 
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it with my own, but I remained still. Perhaps there was a secret 
cruelty hidden deep inside me that I wasn’t even aware of that 
stopped me from reaching for her. Or maybe I was stilled 
with pity, just like the pig in her dreams. But in the moment, 
all that I was aware of was my own inconsequentiality. She 
radiated like the sun, blazing and burning in front of me, 
shimmering with her own mortality.  

—

I never saw her again, after that night. When I went to her 
apartment and knocked on her door a few days later, a hollow 
sound echoed back. I pressed my ear against the door, listening 
for the dog’s nails to click across the floorboards, or for the 
wet snuffling sound of his nose at the crack below the door. 
But there was only the silence of absence. I waited for hours. 
Eventually I slid down the wall across from her apartment 
door and fell into a fitful sleep, curled up on the cold floor. 
Her landlord, an ancient, gnarled man with gun-black eyes, 
kicked me awake, sometime after two in the morning. “She 
gone,” he said. “She take all her things.” He looked at me 
impassively. “Now you go, too.” 

A week later I received a small package in the mail. There 
was no note, but I wouldn’t have expected one anyway. Inside, 
wrapped tenderly in pale yellow tissue paper, was a small, 
slender piece of a femur, fractured off at mid-shaft. It was less 
than a bone, really, just a little jagged shard of one. It was 
hollow, made for flight.
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Winky is a Cornish Cross hen rescued from kaporot, a ritual 
slaughter performed by a very small group of Orthodox Jews. 
She was rescued by Tikkun Olam Farm Sanctuary in 2019 
when she was six weeks old; one of her eyes had been injured 
and could not be saved.

Winky lives at the Tikkun Olam sanctuary, where she 
will spend the rest of her life among other rescued animals 
and loving staff and volunteers. Tikkun Olam, which 
means “repair the world” in Hebrew, is a sanctuary in 
Southern Oregon that rescues and provides forever homes 
to abused, abandoned, neglected, and unwanted farm 
animals including chickens, goats, sheep, cows, and pigs.  
Visit TOFS at https://www.facebook.com/tofsanctuary. 
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