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"Cooking the Hounds," a standalone story, was
written for CANINE CRIMES, an anthology of dog stories edited by
Jeffrey Marks. Although I'm a sucker for sentimental animal
stories, I didn't want to write one. This is one of those occasions
when a news story caught my eye and pointed the way.
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Turner rapped the glass on the damn bar for
what, the third time? Not like McGill, the fat slug, hadn't heard
him. Turner knew he had. McGill didn't like him, Turner knew that
too, didn't like any of them, McGill too high-and-mighty in this
falling-down place, sour smell, bad wiring, cheap booze, but McGill
with a real attitude, mostly about the fights. Like the dogs were
good for anything else, Turner curled his lip, like any of them
would have places to sleep and people to feed them, if they didn't
fight. Like the damn dogs didn't like to fight, didn't yank
their leashes when they saw where they were headed, Turner's place,
like they didn't jump and yelp and snap while they waited, you
could see their hearts pounding and they drooled, they wanted it so
bad; but you couldn't tell McGill that, McGill just copped this
attitude, like Turner and the guys were some bad element kind of
thing, lousing up his bar for the pushers and pimps who liked to
drink there, do their business in the corners.

Well, screw McGill. If there was some other
joint to drink in in this godforsaken neighborhood, sure as hell
they'd do it, but there was no place to go, so they came here, and
damn if they weren't what you call your steady customers, paid
cash, didn't they? So what the hell was McGill's beef, anyway?

Not that they'd been so steady lately, Turner
had to admit, felt a little morose, staring around the place,
peeling paint, grimy floors, bar your shirt stuck to. Somebody'd
shot Roland, a month ago it was, shot the damn dog too, pit bull
named Duke, both of them, right through the heart. That was bad,
Roland trying to muscle in on his cousin's territory, get into the
dope business, didn't seem to be going about it in a smart way to
Turner, and it looked like the cousin didn't think so either,
though he swore up and down he didn't do it, didn't order it, was
gonna kill the guy who did when he found him. Yeah, right, Turner
thought; and it was too bad about the dog, but there were other pit
bulls, popular dog, so Turner's action hadn't taken too bad a hit,
not from that.

Few days after that, though, that Dominican
kid, Miguelito, he called himself, they found him in the river,
kind of chewed up, like maybe his dog had gotten him or something,
but Turner didn't believe it. Dog was a Doberman, strong, tough,
usually a winner, could've maybe gone crazy, torn the kid apart,
but it didn't push him in the river, did it? Dog was gone, though,
nobody'd seen him, not at the kid's apartment, not around,
everybody making bad jokes, hey, saw Miguelito's dog the other day,
yeah, Satan, he was asking me where you lived. Turner never liked
Miguelito, kid was psycho, liked to hurt people, liked to pretend
to trip, brush your arm with his cigarette, smiling, hey, I'm
sorry, an accident, man, but it never was a damn accident. Other
people's dogs, too, if he could get away with it, just for fun, but
boy, you even looked cross-eyed at Satan and Miguelito was ready to
call you out. Probably someone else—probably lots of people, you
think about it—felt the same way about him Turner did, so someone
offed him and Turner didn't care, but Satan, that was a problem.
Not a lot of Dobermans around, not these days, and if Turner set up
a mismatch he had to give heavy odds and he always lost money, so
not having Satan, that cost him.

And then, since last week, Joey, nobody'd
seen him, nobody'd seen the dog either, German shepherd named
Groucho, funny name for a fighter, but Joey, he was always funny,
always bought a round when Groucho won, right here in McGill's, and
where the hell was McGill anyway with his goddamn refill? Turner
banged with the glass again, hollered for McGill, who was down the
end, leaning his lard on the bar, talking to some girl. McGill
looked over slowly, like he couldn't be bothered, but he lifted
himself, waddled over, dribbled some Scotch into Turner's glass,
stingy goddamn shot, you asked Turner, especially he was drinking
the crap McGill kept in the well, probably watered anyway, but that
was McGill.

Who was the girl? Turner asked him. Hadn't
seen her in here before, not like he cared, but a new chick, you
know, and McGill told him her name, Joan, new in the neighborhood,
that was all he knew about her. That wasn't a lot, you looked at
the way McGill had been hanging over the bar, and Turner didn't
know about that new business, had the feeling he'd seen her before,
small, short blonde hair, better tits than a skinny girl usually
has, he could see that under her sweatshirt. Strong-looking,
though, maybe something about her hands, but anyway, if he had seen
her, he didn't know where, and she was seeing him look at her and
she smiled, so he picked up his glass and went down that end.

Hi, they both said, and haven't seen you
around here before, told each other their names, she said, yeah,
she just moved to town a month or two ago, drove a cab, would you
believe it, at night, that's why she could sit here, have a drink
in the middle of the afternoon, what about him? And he said a cab,
a little thing like you, dangerous job, you're not scared? And she
smiled, said, no, I take care of myself, truth is, I kind of like
the danger, makes it fun. Turner smiled, because he sort of felt
that way himself, that's what the fights were about, really,
besides the money, it was the sweat and fear in the air, the blood,
the pounding hearts, like he was one of the dogs, he got so hot
when they fought. He smiled, but wasn't going to tell her, because
who the hell was she, really, and the fights were illegal anyway,
but she tilted her neat little head and said, wait, she knew him,
wasn't he the one who ran the dog fights around here, the ones in
the basement, matched dogs, he took the action, and Turner was so
surprised he said yeah, that was him, and how did she know?

Oh, she said, this guy Miguelito, picked him
up in her cab once, he told her about the fights, about this bar.
That's why she started coming here, Miguelito said it was an okay
place. The guys got together here, this Miguelito said, he told her
about Turner, the arranger, and now, the lightbulb just went on,
she was putting it together. Yeah, he said again, that was him, and
what a bummer about Miguelito, did she know? And she knew, nodded,
sipping her beer, and he sort of whispered, not really to scare
her, but maybe sort of, that they said the dog Satan chewed him up.
She nodded again, yeah, yeah, she was pretty sure that was true,
but she was smiling, and Turner thought, damn, he liked this
girl.

 


It wasn't half an hour, they were walking,
Turner and the girl, across the park, the girl—Joan was her name,
McGill had it right—kicking leaves with her foot, yellow and brown.
She had her hands stuffed in her pockets, and Turner was glad, for
two reasons. It sort of accented her hips, this one, that one, as
she walked; and it meant Turner didn't have to hold hands with her,
girls liked that when they felt romantic, and Turner, he didn't
know anything about romantic, he just felt his heart going, knew he
was going to score.

I used to walk in this park, she was telling
him, with my little dog, all summer, you know there are flowers
here, daisies, even in a neighborhood like this? And Turner, not
really listening, more wondering if her hair was blonde all over,
still he knew it was his turn, so he said, summer, I thought you
just moved to town, a month or two, and she said, yeah, well, not
really—here, we go this way. So this little dog, she said, as they
turned a corner, went down a different path, I only had her about
six months. I'm not really a little dog type, I like big ones—she
smiled at Turner, his blood racing—but where I lived, the guy
upstairs, his wife ran out on him and left the dog behind, little
Maltese. He took it out on the dog, beat her up, she'd howl and
cry, so one day I went up there with a baseball bat, broke his arm
the minute he opened the door, took the dog with me. Kind of dumb,
but sweet, followed me everywhere, that dog worshiped me. Skittish,
in the beginning, from being beat up on, but dogs, mostly they can
be retrained, if you know what you're doing.

Then, one day, over there—pointing to one of
the benches—I'm walking her, out of nowhere there's this pit bull,
throws her in the air, blood everywhere, I grab him so he drops
her, bites me, look here, and she shows him a scar on her arm,
yeah, teeth, Turner thought, and said, bet that hurt. Damn right,
she said, and then from across the park some bastard whistles and
the pit bull's gone. When he gets back to the guy he gets a bone, a
reward, the guy waves at me, he fucking waves, and they walk away!
She was looking at Turner, her eyes blue and hot, and Turner said,
jeez, because he didn't know what else to say. Here, she said,
here's my building, and unlocked a basement door, took Turner down
a hall, let him into her place.

Boy, Turner, said, you travel light, looking
around the room, couch, chair, TV, coffeemaker in the kitchen, door
over there to the bathroom, that was all: no rugs, no pictures on
the wall, no books, magazines. Yeah, well, she said, sit down, you
want a drink? Sure Turner did, and she took out a bottle, better
Scotch than Turner usually drank, better Scotch than McGill ever
saw, he was sure of that. So, as she poured him a glass, took out a
beer for herself— what she'd been drinking at McGill's—so, Turner
said, what happened to the little dog, because he figured she
hadn't told the end of that story, and girls, they liked to talk
beforehand, it put them in the mood better.

Died, she said. Sit down, and she pointed at
the chair. I had eight stitches, she said, I wanted to go after
that bastard, not go to the hospital, but the paramedics, they made
me, dog was dead already, bastard and his pit bull were gone. Took
me, she said, bringing Turner his Scotch, six weeks after to find
out who the guy was. She sat near Turner, on the arm of the couch.
No one wanted to talk to me, she said, people who'd seen what
happened; guy was well known, everyone afraid of him. So it took a
while. Name was Roland. Dog was Duke, he was keeping him in
training for fights. Used to set him on squirrels, dog could even
catch pigeons, he was that good, and sometimes, he thought he could
get away with it, he'd set him on dogs, little ones like mine.

Jeez, Turner said again, well, Roland, he got
his, Duke, too, I guess you heard, and she clinked her beer bottle
against his glass and said, yeah, I heard, cheers.

Turner drank his Scotch, thinking, this was
one weird chick, a hot babe not afraid of much, breaks a guy's arm
with a baseball bat, lives in an apartment with nothing in it,
keeps around bottles of expensive Scotch. Wanted to go after Roland
and Duke! Lucky for the dumb bitch someone took them out, that was
for sure.

She pulled the sweatshirt over her head,
threw it on the couch while he drank some more. She had on a
T-shirt under it, he could see the little hard ends of her tits,
Turner suddenly confused, didn't know what to do so he lifted his
glass, drained it. She smiled, tipped the bottle over his glass
again, more than McGill would have done, and he drank some
more.

I was sorry about the dog, she said, the pit
bull, he was only doing what he'd been taught, but I couldn't have
retrained him, he was too far gone, he liked the blood too much,
you could see that. Huh, said Turner, taking another sip. She said,
but he didn't feel it, the bullet went right through his heart, he
never knew. Roland, too, even though that was too good for him, but
it's when you get fancy that you lose.

She was looking at Turner, those hot blue
eyes, and he thought, speaking of losing, I'm lost, and it was a
funny joke, so he laughed. What do you mean, he said, Roland, the
dog? Bullet went right through his heart? Well, it did, she said.
Miguelito, that was different.

She stood up, went to the fridge to get
herself another beer, and Turner looked at his glass, the beautiful
brown stuff, and thought jeez, this is some Scotch, because when he
watched her walk back from the fridge the room swung itself, back
and forth, round and round, and when he closed his eyes it didn't
stop. He'd had two at McGill's, this was only his third, but maybe
the good stuff acted on you harder than the crap McGill had, Turner
wouldn't really know, he didn't drink stuff this good all that
often.

He opened his eyes, because what good was
keeping them shut doing, and besides, he liked to look at her, her
tight little butt and her tits. She was standing over him, leaning
forward a little, smiling, and he remembered the last thing she'd
said was weird, so he asked her about it: Miguelito?

Well, she said, I mean, it was the same with
him, bullet right through his heart, but not the dog. Not a bad
dog, Satan, you could retrain that dog. No, Miguelito had to be
dead, otherwise Satan wouldn't have done it, but after three days,
he didn't see him as Miguelito anymore, just a piece of meat.
Miguelito, Turner thought, maybe it's Spanish for meat, and he
wanted to tell the girl, because maybe it was funny and she'd
laugh, but he couldn't get his mouth to work right. The Scotch
glass had gotten really heavy, too, he tried to lift it to drink
some more, because it was so good, but his arms felt like lead, he
just looked at the thing, what was this? And he felt her fingers
brush his hand as she took it away from him. Some Scotch, he said,
but she said, no, Turner, it's not the Scotch, it's what I put in
the Scotch. He looked at her, leaning over him, and she said, good,
okay, now listen because there isn't much time left, and I want you
to know. Turner asked, want me to know, what? Though it sounded
funny to him, his own voice, but funny weird, not funny something
you'd laugh at, and she wasn't laughing.

The shepherd, she said, he could've been
retrained, too, but he wasn't healthy, he had that hip thing
shepherds get, he never should have been fighting, dog was in pain,
or sometimes all drugged up. None of them should be fighting,
Turner. Turner thought, jeez, you been talking to McGill? And must
have said it out loud, though he didn't hear it, because she said,
yeah, McGill, he told me where to find you, told me where to find
each of you.

She stood up again, so Turner had to look up
to see her, the room spinning, and she said, I don't really live
here, I just rented this place to do some business in. Turner
asked, what business? his words echoing like in a cave or
something, and she said, business like you, Turner. Business,
Turner was lost, like drifting on the ocean, listening to her
saying, so the shepherd and Duke, the pit bull, I had to shoot
those dogs, but Miguelito's dog, Satan, that was different. And the
guys, it was this way: Roland, that was because of my little dog.
Miguelito, guy was a creep. Jesus, you know, second time in my cab
he tried to hit on me? This guy, Joey, I didn't know him from a
hole in the ground, but the way he had that sick dog fighting, you
could just tell about him. And now you, Turner, because you're the
worst, you're in it for the money.

The room swaying, darkness fuzzing the
corners of his sight, Turner watched her blue eyes hot and shining,
her tits hard, and Turner wanted to tell her no, not just the
money, tell her about the sweat and fear and pounding hearts, but
he didn't know how. So instead of telling her, he asked her, asked
her something, from something she'd said, he didn't get any of it,
really, but this he wanted to know: Miguelito, he said, Satan, you
kept the dog?

She moved backward, walking to the bathroom
door, put her hand on the knob as the room spun around. Turner
heard, even over the growling, the snarling—and it was the last
thing he heard, like the last thing he saw was the sudden blast of
short glistening black-and-brown fur, of muscles straining and
gleaming white teeth—Turner heard when she said: yeah, I kept the
dog.
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