
M y world is getting smaller. Fencing
around one after another monstrously
large, built-to-impress suburban house

is erected in my Kenyan neighborhood, and my
usual walking routes to the forest become closed.
We try a new route and meet Blackie. This  small
German Shepard mix guards a house an African
man named Issac is building on the main dirt
road. Issac is happy for his dog to join us on our
walks. Taken from his mother and siblings at too
early an age, Blackie is more than Issac can
handle-and almost more than Dog wants to
handle. Lacking in basic dog social skills,
Blackie goads Dog into playing, and then
uncouthly, jumps all over her. With infinite
benevolence, Dog endures the advances. 

After an unusually exhausting walk, Blackie
runs excitedly towards Issac's compound and
squeezes underneath the fence.

"HEY BLACKIE!!" Issac barks at his dog in
greeting, in complete contrast to the soft voice he
uses to address me. "HEYBLACKIE, HOW
ARE YOU DOING?" Issac yells, waving his
arms. Blackie runs into his doghouse in fear and
cowers. 

I continue the walks a few more times until I
decide I can't continue subjecting Dog to
Blackie's pestering provocations, and Blackie to
his ordeal with Issac any longer.

"I'm sorry Issac," I say when once again, after
dropping Blackie off he runs and cringes in his
hut. "I can't take Blackie with us anymore. He's
a great dog, but he bites and harrasses Dog
constantly. I think he just needs companionship."
But I know getting any affection from Issac, nice

man that he is, is out of the question. "Maybe he
just needs another dog friend to live with." Issac
nods his head in affable acceptance. But I know
nothing will happen.

"Or maybe you could take Blackie to the
Kenya SPCAfor a while so he's around other
dogs. That would give him some social
interaction with his own kind." Issac seems to
like this idea. "Who knows, maybe you could
even trade him for another dog who might be
better at guarding." Secretly I hope while in the
KSPCA's care, some loving family with kids
will adopt Blackie. But though the KSPCAis
less than a quarter of a mile away, I know
nothing will happen unless I volunteer to take
Blackie there myself. And I don't. 

In the opposite direction of Blackie's
compound are the kiosks. Made from old scraps
of wood and metal, women sit inside two of the
three kiosks behind mesh screens selling basic
staples like sugar, onions and candy to nearby
residents and construction workers. The purpose
of the remaining kiosk is more nebulous. Inside
the windowless wooden walls, men play board
games, and sometimes eat food a woman serves
from a huge blackened aluminum pot. The men
are often intoxicated. But I never see bottles of
Tusker beer, the usual alcohol served at bars in
Kenya. 

As we approach the kiosks Dog begins
whimpering excitedly when she sees a rust-
colored brute of a dog. The opposite of Blackie,
this dog exudes confidence and self-assurance.
He is a dog's dog. When I look at his testicles, I
understand some men's aversion to neutering. He
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is male, with a capital M. One of
many semi-feral dogs in the
neighborhood, he lives off whatever
scraps workers and kids coming
home from school have to offer. He
is a hunk-a real bruiser of a dog. So
that's what I call him-Bruiser. In the
hood, Bruiser is king and Dog
prances and flirts around him as
though he's the only animal alive. 

Men watch from inside the
darkened kiosk from behind glazed
eyes as Dog and Bruiser lead me to
the forest. To watch the two dogs
walk in front of me is both
solidifying and magical. They are a
stereotypical couple. He, big and
strong, she petite and dainty. Though
I don't like the atmosphere around
the dilapidated huts, I walk this way
to make Dog happy. If Dog is happy,
I'm happy. 

Bruiser occasionally visits our
house and one morning after they
finish their prancing routine, Dog
lets him lay on her comforter in
exchange for being nibbled and
groomed. It's a lovely scene. But
when John comes home from work
to find Bruiser still laying in front of
the fireplace, he is clearly not happy.
"It's the thin end of the wedge," John
says, before going into his office and
closing the door. Despite being a
lover of animals, John prefers his
wild life at arms distance. But he's
accustomed to the routine-the
occasional feeding, then entre to the
living room, then a final commitment
with the first vet bill.

One afternoon, when bringing
Bruiser back to the kiosks, a man
emerges from inside the darkened
kiosk wearing a beige cap , the front
pulled down sharply so I can barely
see his eyes. 

"You want to buy this dog," he
asks, slurring his words. "I'll sell him
to you for cheap. How much you
want to pay? I'll let you have him for
2000 shillings." 

In the many times I've been to
Bruiser's territory, this is the first
time I've seen his 'owner'. 

"No," I say, feigning disinterest. "I
already have a dog." But secretly, I'd
pay a fortune for Bruiser.

One day instead of walking in the
forest, I carry my inflatable boat to
the pond that's only five minutes

away, along with a small cushion for
me and a carpet to protect the plastic
from Dog's nails. A heron flies away
as we approach. On the narrow
cement dock lies the torn shell of a
crayfish-remnants of the heron's
meal. Dog is not overjoyed with the
prospect of a boat ride and waits
passively on high ground while I
blow air into the plastic valves. 

When the carpet's in the bottom of
the boat, Dog jumps in obediently
and puts her ears back as I push off,
looking to all appearances like a
seasoned sea-dog. But she distrusts
the water and hates getting her fur
wet. Before circling the largest
island, we come to a shuddering halt.
We've gone aground. After pushing
the boat out of the mud with the oars,

I row back the way we've come,
manuevering carefullyfrom
shallower areas. But I get stuck
again. I decide to just sit. 

The sun is low and one flock after
another of cattle egrets swoop down
to the eucalyptus trees, squawking
and squabbling as they jostle for
position prior to bedding down for
the night. Since leaving the dock, the
heron has returned, and preens his
long white feathers while jerkily
moving his head this way and that,
his round yellow eyes always
cautious. Four pelicans  less than ten
yards away, are near what was once
the deepest section of the lake. I push
the boat off the mud bank I'm stuck
on. My movements distract the birds
and one by one, the pelicans push off



with their legs,  and with oversize
wings, beat the air downwards to
propel their considerable bulk up to
the trees. Dog and I head slowly back
to the dock and once again, the heron
bends it's knees and propels itself
into the sky. It's a lovely afternoon,
but it's not the same as a walk with
the dogs in the forest.

The next day at four o'clock, just as
Dog and I are leaving the house by
the back gate to pick up Bruiser, he
comes through the front.  We sneak
by Blackie's hut, seemingly
unnoticed. But as we dip underneath
a barb-wire fence into a thirty acre
horse enclosure, the small dog
catches up. Clearly intimidated by a
dog twice his size, Blackie doesn't
like Bruiser. So I've never taken both
of them for a walk together. I try
persuading Blackie to return home
but in the end relent, and hope
walking on neutral territory will ease
the tension.

Deep in an area with thick, dense
bush, Bruiser tears off like an animal
possessed, dragging with him a long
limb. What on earth... ? Blackie is
close behind. But Blackie isn't
running alongside Bruiser as two
predators after prey. He's running as
if Bruiser is prey. 

Instantly alert, I now see the large

limb is somehow attached to Bruiser.
Bruiser glances with wild eyes over
his muscular shoulders, petrified by
the long beast that trails him
relentlessly. He's not carrying it in his
mouth as I first thought. And Blackie
runs swiftly at Bruiser's heels. I
stumble behind, my face scratched
by stray twigs. 

One end of the branch digs into the
soft earth and eventually Bruiser
slows his pace. I approach slowly.
Bruiser doesn't want Blackie near
him, and looks at me wild-eyed with
fear. Around his neck is a metal cord
to which the branch is attached.
Bruiser's been snared. Before I have
a chance to undo what was meant to

catch a duiker or other small
mammal, Blackie lunges for
Bruiser's neck. 

"Blackie, stop!" I scream, but
Blackie hangs on tight, tossing his
head back and forth, trying to rip the
thick skin and red fur of the dog he
hates-trying to kill an animal almost
twice his size. Blood pours from
Bruiser's neck. Between snarling,
knashing teeth, I grab hold of
Blackie, but as Bruiser struggles to
get away, the snare pulls taut and
Bruiser's eyes bulge, guttural noises
coming from his throat. 

"F___ing Blackie, get out of
here!!" I scream, my feet kicking his
side. Blackie is not deterred. I wedge
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my fingers into the sides of his mouth, but can't release the
grip he has on Bruiser's neck. If I can just get them to the
river...  I wrestle the two dogs down the bank, our bodies
smeared with blood, water and mud. If I can submerge
Blackie's nose , he'll have to release his grip. 

But the stream has subsided in the past few days, and
Blackie's will prevents me from pushing his head that far
down. Again, I try to pry his jaw's apart. My hands ache
from the effort and are covered in blood. But no matter
how much I squeeze, Blackie's hold doesn't loosen.
Bruiser gasps. Instinct, which is making Blackie want to
kill his enemy, now comes to my aid. Desperate, and
thinking only of the dog I love, I lower my mouth to
Blackie's head, and bite down hard on the bridge of his
nose. Blackie yelps in pain and leaps away. 

I drag Blackie back up the bank where Dog stands,
watching the scene with indifference. Holding Blackie
tightly between my legs, I take off the flannel shirt I wear
over my tank-top and tie one sleeve around his neck and
the other to a tree. But the material is stiff and the knot
doesn't hold. Twice, Blackie escapes. But it gives Bruiser
time to relax and the snare's tension lessens. 

Standing calmly in water, Bruiser looks at me with
infinite trust. I return to this handsome beast of a dog who
I'm seeing in agony and fearful for the first time. Holding
one end of the five foot long branch the snare is attached
to, I break the length with my foot. It snaps in two. Now
only the shorter length is attached to the wire, giving
Bruiser enough freedom to defend himself when once
again, Blackie escapes and lunges for Bruiser's neck. 

If I can just get this thing off his neck, I think frantically,
my hands trembling with adrenaline. I've never seen a
snare in my life, and I fumble helplessly with the clasp
while Bruiser stands panting, while parrying Blackie's
thrusts. Suddenly the snare is loose enough to slip over his
head. Bruiser bolts into the darkness of the forest. Blackie
doesn't follow.

I wade to the bank and climb to where Dog still stands.
I sink to the ground, my chest heaving with exhaustion
and tears. My hands throb and I can barely move my
fingers. I'm not sure if the blood covering me is mine or
Bruiser's. The forest is quiet. 

It's almost dark as I stumble drunkedly along the track.
I'm soaked and my clothing is covered with mud. A few
African's turn their heads in bewilderment as I walk past.
When we reach Blackie's corner, he manuevers
underneath the wire fence. I keep walking. I don't
acknowledge his existence.  Never, never, never again. 

I want to be comforted by John, but he's already gone to
his music gig. Instead I try to open up a bottle of wine-but
my hands are numb. I loop an old pliable towel over a
door handle and underneath the wooden crossbar of the
corkscrew, and grasping the bottle  between my two
hands, pull down until the cork eases out. I drink the
medicine after I give Dog her dinner. Then I take a long,
hot shower. When I get out, I hear hyena's howling in the
forest. Bruiser... he has blood on his fur. I quickly put on
clean clothes, and hurry to the kiosks. Please be here
Bruiser...

Pots full of stew sit on fires outside some of the small
homes, and Africans I never see in the daytime have now
returned from work, wandering in groups while talking
and laughing. Bruiser runs ecstatically up to Dog and I,
and returns home with us for food. But he is wary while
he eats and leaves sometime during the night. 

I want Bruiser as be with me always. Yet Bruiser's
happy in the few square kilometers that's always been his
home. But what'll happen when this area is full of
suburban homes and the construction workers leave? I
know he also gets food from the kiosks. But what if these
people get kicked off the land? What then? And keeping
Bruiser is completely unrealistic. I want to return to
America. Who can travel with two dogs? 
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