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For Eleazar and all his creatures.

For the dogs who have welcomed me since I was a girl.

For the scarlet tanager I hope is still alive.






Do we truly live rooted in earth?

Not forever on earth:

only a little while here.

Even jade crumbles,

even gold cracks,

even quetzal feathers turn to dust.

Not forever on earth:

only a little while here.

—Nezahualcoyotl, fifteenth century

To arrive in a state of leaving. Zepquasqua

—Anonymous, Dictionary and Grammar of the Chibcha Language, early seventeenth century

To split

is always to split in two.

—Cristina Peri Rossi, “The Journey,” tr. Arthur Malcolm Dixon

Monkeys, moose, cows, dogs, butterflies, buffaloes.

What we would give to have the ruined lives of animals

tell a human story—when our lives are in themselves

the story of animals.

—Ocean Vuong, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous









I The Colloquy of the Bitches






Wherever you go, I must follow. Ep-quaque va vm nangaxin, vm suhucas inanga.

—Anonymous, Concise Grammar of the Mosca Language (c. 1612)

What I have heard lauded and praised is our remarkable memory, our gratitude, and great fidelity, so that we are often painted as symbols of friendship; and you’ll have seen, if you have looked, that on alabaster tombs with figures of those buried there, when they are husband and wife, between the two, at their feet, the figure of a dog is placed as a sign that in life their friendship and fidelity were inviolable.

(Cipión, a dog, to his friend Berganza, another dog)

—Miguel de Cervantes, The Colloquy of the Dogs, tr. Edith Grossman

And on that summer street,

that hidden street,

she dropped a petal of her life

and went on her way.

—Homero Expósito, “The Orange Blossom”

I used to have two Dogs. They kept close watch to make sure everything was divided fairly—food, petting, privileges. Animals have a very strong sense of justice. I remember the look in their eyes whenever I did something wrong, whenever I scolded them unfairly or failed to keep my word. They’d gaze at me with such awful grief, as if they simply couldn’t understand how I could have broken the sacred law. They taught me quite basic, plain and simple justice.

—Olga Tokarczuk, Drive Your Plow Over the Bones of the Dead, tr. Antonia Lloyd-Jones






Kati

Kati cocks her head, perks her ears, and sharpens her hearing as she always does when trying to decipher a mystery.

“Go home, my pretty mutt!” Luis gives his command with the gruff love he usually shows her as two men in uniforms lift him by the arms and his legs swing wildly in the air.

She cranes her neck the other way and starts barking again. He should know she’s home already, though they only came to live in this park a few days ago. Perhaps she wonders if he’s talking about the alley from before, the one from which they were removed in the middle of the night, along with all the others who were run off with firehoses and tear gas.

His shouts as the men drag him toward the van only seem to enrage her more, and she joins in the tumult with rasping howls that fill her mouth with foam. She makes a lunge for one of them but stops short to avoid his kick.

“Be safe, my Kati. Wait for me at home and I’ll see you there soon,” the captive pleads as they haul him into the back of a van sputtering blue light across the pavement. “I’ll be right back, girl, I promise. Go home!”

Maybe Kati can’t hear him after the men close the doors. She runs toward the machine as it grinds into motion to take him away. She gallops behind it for two blocks, as if trying to stop it with her fury, as if she were utterly certain her barking could smash it to pieces. She doesn’t seem to know what to do with her anger when she realizes she’s lost the race. She manages to dodge a motorcycle that nearly runs her over in the middle of the street, then keeps barking from the solitary sidewalk. Perhaps what shoots from her raised hackles is rage. Perhaps all her desire to bite someone gathers in her back teeth. She growls and no one bears witness. No one is left to notice her in those small hours when streets downtown are practically deserted.

Even as she lets out a few of the angry barks still boiling inside her, she seems to remember the man’s command and his promise. She returns to the park that is their home now, near the trunk of a young guayacán where late at night he stations his cart, stretches out a tarp, and builds the cardboard shelter where the two of them will curl up under the covers to fight exhaustion and cold.

Kati tucks her paws under her and nestles into the blankets, as if trying to cling to the warmth he managed to spread over them before being dragged away. This time she doesn’t sleep, though she might be tired after her usual nocturnal prowling. She is panting, but perhaps not to cool down. She keeps one eye on the corner where last she saw him, as if not wanting to miss the moment he gets back. Several men return from working and plant their carts nearby—more people who had needed to flee late that other night when uniformed men came with their tanks and their hoses meant for destroying homes. She seems to recognize them. And also the woman who always arrives around that time to set up her arepas stand in front of the motel that never closes. Maybe Kati catches the scent of melted cheese and burned butter. Maybe she likes it. Amid the dust, the hoarse machinery of tumbledown buses announces the nearing daybreak. As the scent of light rain and diaphanous clouds brushing the ground blooms, she finds refuge farther under the cart without ever taking her eyes off the corner where the man and his promise disappeared.

She has known how to defend their home from thieves since she was young. How to watch over the cartons and cans, the blankets, the radio and bags of bread, the bottles of water, the box where he saves leftovers for her, the rubber boots and raincoat for when it pours, the tools and length of rope, the giant sacks of recycling and the tarps that some construction workers gave them recently. She knows how to raise her hackles, how to peel back her whiskered lips to reveal her fangs, how to bark loud enough to intimidate anyone. This time, though, she doesn’t need to bite. Two guys circling the cart head the other way when they notice her vigilance. Later, the white dog limps over to say hello. A longtime friend and neighbor who just moved into the park, like her. They eagerly smell each other’s creases and rub their fur together, as if trying to narrate with skin and fibers the events of a night’s pilgrimage across cement. Seeing him seems to comfort her somewhat. He might even sense the substance and vibration at the root of her disquiet.

Midmorning, with frantic muzzle, Kati tears into the bag where Luis keeps the food he collects from restaurants or stores and devours the hodgepodge inside. There’s no water in her dish, so she goes looking for puddles nearby. She drinks from a well that has formed on a slide in the playground and then trots back to the cart, not wanting to be away from it for too long. The shops along the street are open by then, and the sounds of traffic mingle with the shouts of street vendors in the park pleading for someone, anyone, to buy their avocados, peach palm fruits, padlocks, phone chargers, and slippers for cheap.

At sunset, when fewer people pass by and the mountain falls dark, the men from the park begin to leave with their carts. Kati perches her front paws on hers, which Luis should be pushing, to rummage through the bags until she finds a few slices of bread that she might recognize are not meant for her. Perhaps the stillness of that evening strikes her as odd, since it is when they would normally begin their adventures. Back in the blanket she dozes off, half-opening her eyes each time some dissonance breaks the mechanical murmur of metal and horns and the music still radiating from certain doors. Every so often, she drags her eyes toward the corner where he disappeared, maybe hoping he’s about to return. But the only thing she detects all night is a dog sniffing through the trash scattered across the sidewalk, four men who return to park the carts they’ve filled, and a few people coming and going from the motel. Perhaps she misses feeling the commotion of the streets through the soft pads of her paws, or the joy of rifling through the garbage that the city offers on every corner at nightfall. Or maybe she longs for something else entirely.

As the morning settles in, Kati gives herself a shake and goes for a walk, maybe out of hunger because she can’t find anything else to eat in the cart. If he were to see her, he would notice right away that her pluck and the determination of her gait have faded, that hesitation has seeped in between her ribs and has turned her cadence clumsy. If he were to see her, he would notice the tension in her nose, which hardens and dries with illness or misfortune.

Kati earns two chicken bones when she peeks into the lunch spot across from the park where Luis usually asks for scraps to give her. On any other day, she would have waited until she got back to the cart to pick them clean slowly, but this time she tears into them right there on the sidewalk with all the zeal of her molars. Then she turns the corner in the same direction as always, toward the mountains that interrupt the tangle of streets and walls through which they would usually shuffle together. This time, she doesn’t stop to scratch with pleasure the way she often does on this or that corner when she is with him. She is looking for scraps left on the sidewalk after the garbage truck passes, but others have gotten to them first.

“Kati!”

She runs excitedly to the woman sweeping the corner and bows her head to sniff the bag placed on the ground for her, then swallows with voracious enthusiasm the bones and rice that the woman has brought her from home. When she finishes, she sticks her nose in the bag again, as if pleading for it to be full again.

“So hungry today I don’t even get a hello? Come over here, come say hi like the good girl you are.”

The street sweeper gives her shiny back a scratch and she licks the woman’s worn glove.

“Footloose and fancy free these days, are we?”

Kati wags her tail and lodges herself between the legs of the woman petting her.

“What a pretty girl you are, and sweet as always. Where’d you leave your papito this time? You tell Luis to drag his lazy bones down here now and then, I haven’t seen him for days!”

The woman’s caresses seem to cheer her a bit.

Kati continues on her way to the square she usually visits with him in the afternoons. She knows how to sit on the corner by the Palacio de Justicia like he taught her when she was little and to wait while he disappears down the streets around the cathedral, certain he will honor his “be right back.” She knows how to settle in behind the sign he places on the sidewalk, how to guard the plate where the coins fall and stay put until he returns with their cart full of cans and boxes to congratulate her on a job well done. Today, however, this quotidian combustion is interrupted by tumult: a wall of jumping, whistling, screaming people block her usual path across the square.

“Fund schools not war!”

“Education is a human right!”

Perhaps the vibrations of the drums filter upward through the pads of Kati’s paws. She seems confused by the whistles and shouts emerging from hundreds of mouths at once. Maybe she hopes, just for a moment, that he’s somewhere in the raucous crowd, though she might have no idea where to start looking. She slips between the legs of the throng, trying not to get stepped or jumped on, desperately tracking an exit from this forest of frantic limbs. Her muzzle hard at work, she sniffs each leg she encounters, perhaps with the idea of finding him among the rebellious bodies shaking the square.

“People over profits! Don’t treat us students like terrorists!”

Atop the shit-covered statue of Simón Bolívar, the pigeons Kati loves to chase have been replaced by several bodies waving flags. Dodging kicks and shoves, she makes her way across to a clearing near the cathedral and runs into a line of riot police bulging against the plastic and dark metal wrapped around them. Who knows if she is surprised by the fact that instead of faces, they have large helmets that reflect the unruly crowd and the storm clouds above. Perhaps she senses the arrogance that seeps through the gaps in their uniforms. Maybe she remembers that it was men like these who cast them from the street where they had always lived. She seems to curse them with each bark. Until a kick from behind knocks her away. No one hears her terse yelp. No one notices as she runs terrified along Carrera Séptima, against the throngs, dodging the crowds still arriving with furies different from her own to fill the square, despite the tear gas.

Kati scrapes the walls with her side, as if begging for shelter until she manages to escape down the first street where Luis always collects bales of cardboard and paper and tosses them in their cart. The street they usually take on their way back home—to the old one or the new one, it doesn’t matter because they aren’t far apart. She shakes off several times, as if trying to rid herself of the human grease left on her coat, then returns to her light, determined gait, as if she had no time to cower under the police officer’s blow. She untucks her tail. When she stops in front of the building occupied for months by several Emberá families, she doesn’t find the leftovers they always leave for her near the rubber tree that bursts through the cement.

She deftly avoids the buses and cars stuck along the avenue that borders the park. She might note the presence of their empty cart. But this time she continues on, crossing at the next street, perhaps because she intuits that he’s waiting for her in their previous dwelling, the place where they had always lived. Until they were exiled. The new emptiness of the street must surprise her as she nears the alleys that surrounded her former home. Perhaps she is surprised by the rancid smell of dust, stronger now than ever. She stops and urinates beside a huge sign that reads:


COMING SOON:

NEW ARTS DISTRICT

BUILDING A BETTER BOGOTá!



Kati trots under the yellow tape that keeps pedestrians from entering and slips through a small gap in the wall of blue tarps that now covers the alley where she grew up. Sharpening her gaze, she lets her muzzle trace heaps of ochre earth and the clouds of dust kicked up by machines that claw at the few dilapidated buildings that remain. She looks for a place to take shelter from the dredgers and cranes diligently pushing matter around, carving through unclaimed walls and windows, and zealously demolishing roofs, then lopes across this lot condemned to vacancy toward the rubble piled where her home used to be. She stops twice to lick a toe pad cut open by a shard of metal. Struggles her way up the ruins and finds a plank to lie down on. Surveys the vast dispossession. If he were to see her, he would understand that grief seems also to reside within her defiant blinking.

It is too late when, anxious, she turns to see who is creeping up on her from behind. Two masked men slip a cord around her neck. She growls and bucks, trying to counter their tugs, but they win the duel.

“Female. Easy, girl. Easy. No one’s going to hurt you.”

She folds backward, frantic, in search of the loop that traps her. The pads of her paws scrape against splinters of glass and wood when she resists being dragged toward a van. Despite the cord that chokes her and makes her cough, she manages to spit out a few furious growls that likely convey the ire that has been fermenting in her for days. Who knows if hers is the last rage to echo in that wasteland. (Later, far from there, she will release different furies and seek different shelter, but she doesn’t know this yet.) Three cats caged inside the van join her with their yowls as the men dodge Kati’s snapping teeth, slip a muzzle on her, lift her into the back, and close the doors.




Mona

“You stay here like a good girl. Someone will take you home, you’ll see.”

When she sees the woman who has always given her orders get into the car and close the door, Mona tries to pull free from the leash that binds her to a fence. She erupts in frantic barking as the car disappears into traffic, but her cries are absorbed by the afternoon’s revelry. Two women eating at an outdoor café nearby get annoyed and move to another table. In the lush park at the other end of the street, voices rumble from a pair of speakers and a crowd gathers around a giant screen to watch a soccer match.

At the end of a taut leash, Mona alternates between whining and panting. She seems exasperated, choked by questions. She sniffs each body that passes her on the sidewalk, keenly aware of everyone leaving the café, and eyes each car that stops nearby. Perhaps she is clinging to the hope that they’ll return for her. As the shouts from the group watching the soccer match swell, her howls seem to reveal the collapse of her last remaining certainties.

When the crowd disperses and cold begins to slide down the mountain, Mona finally lies down. Who knows if her rapid panting reveals her waning patience, though like any good apartment dog, she has been waiting since she was born. She observes as her surroundings slowly grow dark and notices when the cafés and restaurants turn off their lights and the patio beside her empties. Watches two men take down the giant screen and remove it from the park. Ignores the sounds of traffic, which are starting to die down. Intones a thin, maybe inquisitive, whimper from time to time. She no longer seems convinced anyone can hear her, as if she were beginning to resign herself to a certain absence.

The last person to leave the café approaches her.

“What are you doing here so late? Where did your owner go?”

Mona stands quickly and warily tries to get a sense of the woman who is locking the café door and scanning the street for someone she doesn’t see. The dog timidly sniffs the hand offered to her muzzle as a test of her docility and then retreats.

“Who left you here? Has it been long?”

Mona watches the woman walk away and then stop for a moment.

“Don’t worry, someone will come for you soon.”

She continues to follow the woman with her eyes as she walks down the street, turns back twice more, and then disappears around the corner. Mona lies down against the wall again, gathering her body and folding her front paws under her to combat the nighttime cold that has begun to lick insistently at her coat.

From where she is stationed, waiting, she glimpses a pair of women who dig through the trash and collect the cans left around by visitors to the park. She watches three men enter nearby buildings for their shifts as security guards, and others who have just gotten off work and are walking away. Sometimes she closes her eyes, but who knows if she is able to rest. Worry seems to interrupt her sleep. Maybe she had never really heard the tumult of thrushes and sparrows before that dawn, accustomed as she’d been since birth to mornings in the padded enclosure of a house with carpets and a front door. As it gets lighter, with the same dedication she showed as a puppy rebelling against her restraints, she begins to chew on the leash that binds her to the fence. She works at the nylon cord with her strong molars until she has gnawed her way through.

Once free, she gives herself a shake to slough the dew from her coat and crosses the street into the still-empty park. She urinates on a bed of lilies of the Nile. Goes in search of water in the cups left on the grass. Licks the crumbs from a package of food she finds under the swings and sniffs her way around the trees, though this time without the excited curiosity she used to carry on her back, that insatiable desire to spend hours deciphering the annals of the soil. This time, she is not run through by the exaltation she would feel whenever they took her for a walk through the park in her neighborhood, even though this is the first time she is loose on the grass. After a while, she returns to wait at the fence where her tattered leash still hangs.

“And what are you still doing out here on the street?”

The woman from the night before returns when the clamor of the morning has settled and the mountain’s mist has dissipated and been forgotten. Mona must recognize her, because she approaches with her tail relaxed, as if welcoming her.

“Poor girl. They have no right to do this to you.”

Mona lets the woman pat her side and remove the piece of leash that still hangs from her neck, marking her orphanhood. Who knows if she can sense the pain and guilt braided through the woman’s chest ever since she had to abandon her own dog fourteen years earlier, when she started getting death threats and had to flee her town for Bogotá. Mona watches her enter the café, open the windows that face the street, sweep, and set up tables on the patio. She voraciously accepts two hard pieces of pan de yuca and drinks from the bowl of water the woman brings out to her.

Sometimes Mona sits. Sometimes she lies down. She inspects everyone who ignores her on their way into the café, though she occasionally interrupts her investigation to observe a satisfied dog joined by a leash to a person as they walk past. Maybe she feels the weight of her empty stomach when the scent of breads and meats being consumed outside neighboring restaurants slips into her nose. Maybe these smells mix with the soaps and perfumes emanating from the bodies of other passersby. Who knows if any of those floral auras remind her of the ones applied each morning by the woman who abandoned her. She crosses the congested street a couple of times to sniff recent traces left in the park and takes a shit next to a freshly planted flowerbed, ignoring the dogs walking leisurely with their owners and smelling the world from the comfort of full bellies and companionship, the way she used to do. She dodges the advances of a young boy who chases her after escaping from the bench where his nanny had tried to make him sit. In different times, she would have offered her brown back to be pet, but she doesn’t seem inclined to give of herself so readily anymore. Instead, she anxiously devours a few chicken bones left behind by construction workers on their lunch break. She always returns to her fence, as if only beside that dusty border can she imagine them returning for her.

The woman from the café appears again as night falls. Mona swallows the old bread she leaves on the ground in just a few mouthfuls and arches her rib cage against the woman’s leg, accepting her caresses.

“Now why did they leave you here all alone like this?”

Mona wags her tail shyly and accepts the cardboard that the woman has placed on the ground for her to sit.

“Let’s see what we can do tomorrow if they haven’t come for you by then. Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. They’re probably on their way already, just be patient.”

Mona licks the woman’s mottled hands when she reaches down to scratch her chest.

“You just stay there like a good girl.”

Of what substance is woven the force that binds her to that threshold, preventing her from following the woman as she disappears down the street? Mona nods off on her new bed until rain begins to pool around her muzzle. She walks to a nearby store, where she finds an awning that shields the pavement. Maybe it is surprise that makes her bark at the pale bodies posing paralyzed in bikinis on the other side of the glass. But she soon appears to grow used to her stiff company because she lies down on her side right there on the cement and falls asleep. She gets up when the skies open and a puddle begins to soak her elbows and moves to the corridor of the old building next door. The night watchman shines his flashlight at her through the glass, but, determined to settle in somewhere, she ignores him and lies down against the wall as soon as he walks away.

When the sun comes up, she is awoken by a woman who has come to clean the building.

“Scram! Get on home and don’t you come back! Dirtying up my doorway.”

Mona leaves, perhaps frightened by the umbrella the woman is shaking at her. She crosses the park in search of food but finds nothing. Maybe the hunger rattling around her insides unsettles her. She urinates and returns to the same fence, where her cardboard has been destroyed by the rain, and drinks some water from a bowl filled by the downpour before lying down on the damp mat in front of the café’s entrance. She licks her paws, something she has enjoyed ever since she was little.

“How are you still here? What are we going to do with you?”

Mona devours the plate of rice and the bone the woman from the café has brought her from home. She wags her tail as she watches her lay out a sheet of plastic and some newspaper beside the fence, then follows her to the door, as if asking to go inside.

“You can’t come in, love, I’m so sorry but they won’t let me. Wait out here on your new bed like a good girl, I’ll think of something. I’m sorry.”

Mona stands for a while on the other side of the glass. Her ears prick up. She seems to be studying her reflection, which might appear different to her than it did in the huge bathroom mirror in the only home she’s ever had. (Not until years later, far from there, will she live in an apartment again and see herself reflected again in a surface that smooth.) Her tail droops, as if disappointed, then something—maybe resignation or exhaustion, maybe both—sends her back to the newspapers that soften the wet cement. She scrutinizes every person who passes her on the sidewalk or enters the café on that morning heavy with clouds. Each car door slamming shut sends a jolt through her. Whoever came across her there would see privation and sorrow in her eyes.
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