The Stray Dog
A few little shops—a bakery, a butcher’s, a grocer’s—two coffeehouses and a barber’s made up the square in Varamin. Between them they could still a man’s hunger and supply the barest necessities of life. Half scorched, half roasted under the pitiless sun, the square and its people longed for the first breath of evening air and the shadow of night. People, shops, trees and animals had all fallen still. Hot air weighed on them. Fine dust wavered against the deep blue sky, thickening with every passing car.
On one side stood an ancient plane tree. The heart of its trunk had rotted away, yet it persisted in spreading its crooked, gouty limbs. A broad platform had been built in the shade of its dusty leaves. Two boys stood there calling out rice pudding and pumpkin seeds. In the gutter outside the coffeehouse a trickle of thick, muddy water barely dragged itself along.
The only building to catch the eye was the famous tower of Varamin. Half its cracked cylindrical body was visible, with its conical crown. Even the sparrows nesting in the gaps between its crumbling bricks were silent, dozing in the heat. Only the whimper of a dog broke the stillness from time to time.
He was a Scottish dog with a smoky, straw-coloured muzzle and black flecks on his legs, as though he had run through a marsh and splashed himself. He had floppy ears, an upstanding tail and dirty, curling hair. Two intelligent, human eyes shone in his shaggy face. In their depths you could see a human soul. In the midnight that had closed around his life, something boundless stirred in those eyes. It carried a message no one could decipher, a message caught behind his pupils. It was neither light nor colour, but something else, incredible, such as one sees in the eyes of a wounded gazelle. The likeness to human eyes went further than resemblance: there was a kind of equality between them. Two hazel eyes full of pain and torment and expectation, the sort you could only see in the face of a homeless dog. Yet nobody seemed to see or understand that anguished, imploring gaze. Outside the bakery the errand boy beat him; outside the butcher’s the apprentice threw stones. If he took shelter in the shade of a car, a heavy kick from the driver’s hobnailed shoe welcomed him. When everyone else tired of tormenting him, the rice-pudding boy took a special delight in it. Every whimper earned him a stone in the back, and on the heels of his cry came the boy’s peal of laughter. “Damn your master!” The others laughed too, as if they were all in on it, slyly egging him on. They beat him for the greater glory of God. What could be more natural than to earn merit by making an unclean dog suffer, a creature their religion had cursed, with seven lives to spare?
At last the rice-pudding boy hounded him into the lane leading to the tower. Or rather, the animal dragged himself there on an empty stomach and took refuge in a water channel. He laid his head on his forepaws and let his tongue hang out. Half awake, half asleep, he watched a green field ripple before him. His body was weary and his very nerves ached. A peculiar ease stole over him in the damp air of the drain. The mingled smells of half-dead grass, a single old shoe sodden with damp, things living and dead, stirred distant, tangled memories. Whenever he looked hard at that stretch of green, an instinct awoke and brought the past to life in his mind. This time the feeling was so strong it was as if a voice at his ear were urging him up, bidding him leap. He ached to run and bound through that grass.
It was in his blood: in Scotland his forebears had all grown up running free on the grass. But his body was so battered that it would not allow him the slightest movement. A painful sense of weakness and helplessness came over him. A host of forgotten, lost feelings stirred at once. Once his life had been full of obligations and wants. He must answer his master’s call, drive strange men and dogs from his master’s house, play with his master’s boy. There was a way to behave with people he knew and another with strangers. There were hours for meals and hours when he might expect a caress. Now all those ties had been lifted from his neck.
All he could think about now was how to steal a trembling mouthful from the rubbish heap and how to endure the beatings all day. He could howl; that was his one defence. Once he had been bold, fearless, clean and lively. Now he flinched and cringed. A sound, the slightest movement nearby, made him tremble. Even his own voice frightened him. Filth and refuse had become his element. His skin itched, but he could hardly be bothered to hunt his fleas or lick himself. He felt he had become part of the sweepings. Something in him had died, had gone out.
Two winters had passed since he fell into this hellhole. In all that time he had never had his fill of food or a night of easy sleep. His desires and feelings had been stifled. Nobody had stroked his head. Nobody had looked him in the eyes. Outwardly these people resembled his master, yet in their feelings, their temper and their conduct they seemed worlds apart from him. The people he had lived among before had somehow been closer to his world. They understood his hurts and feelings better and did more to protect him.
Of all the smells that reached him, the most bewildering was the boy’s rice pudding. That white liquid was so like his mother’s milk that it brought his puppyhood before him. Suddenly a numbness stole over him. He was little again, sucking that warm, nourishing liquid from his mother’s teat, while her soft, firm tongue licked him clean. The strong smell he had breathed nestled against her with his brother beside him—the heavy, pungent scent of his mother and her milk—came alive in his nostrils.
Once drunk on milk, he would grow warm and comfortable. A liquid warmth ran through every nerve and vein. His heavy head dropped away from the teat and a deep sleep followed, sending delicious little shivers down his body. What pleasure could there be to equal that? His paws pressed of their own accord against his mother’s teats and the milk came, without trouble, without having to chase after it. His brother’s downy body, his mother’s voice: everything was pleasure and tenderness. He remembered his old wooden kennel and the games he played with his brother in the green garden.
He would bite his brother’s floppy ears; they would tumble, scramble up, race away. Later he found another playmate, his master’s son. He chased him at the far end of the garden, barking and catching his clothes between his teeth. He would never forget his master’s caresses or the lumps of sugar he had eaten from his hand. But he loved the boy best because he played with him and never hit him. Then one day his mother and brother were gone. Only his master, the boy, the wife and an old servant remained. How well he knew each by scent, how far away he could tell their footsteps! At lunch and dinner he circled the table sniffing the dishes. Sometimes, in spite of her husband’s objections, his master’s wife made up a little morsel of love and kindness for him. Then the old servant came calling, “Pat … Pat …” and tipped his food into his own dish beside the wooden kennel.
It was Pat’s desire for a mate that brought about his misfortune. His master would never let him out of the house to run after the females. One autumn day his master and two men Pat knew from their frequent visits got into a car. They called Pat and took him up beside them. He had been out in the car with his master many times, but that day his blood was up and he was restless with a peculiar excitement. After several hours they got out in this very square. His master and the other two went down the lane by the tower. Just then Pat caught the scent of a bitch, the very trace of his own kind he had been searching for. In an instant it drove him wild. He sniffed at intervals along the trail and at last got into a garden through its water channel.
Towards sunset he heard his master calling again. “Pat … Pat!” Was it really his voice, or just its echo ringing in his ears?
His master’s voice had a strange hold on him: it recalled every duty and obligation he felt he owed him. Yet a power greater than anything in the world outside compelled him to stay with the bitch. His ears seemed to grow dull and deaf to sounds from outside. Fierce feelings had awakened in him, and the scent of the bitch was so sharp and powerful that his head swam.
Every muscle, his whole body and all his senses had ceased to obey him. He had lost all command of himself. Before long people set upon him with sticks and spade handles and drove him out through the water channel.
Dazed, weary, yet light and at ease, Pat came to himself and went in search of his master. A faint trace of him lingered in several back alleys. Pat tried them all, leaving his own mark at intervals. He went as far as the ruins beyond the settlement, then doubled back. He could tell his master had returned to the square, but there the faint scent was lost among the rest. Had his master gone away and left him behind? A strange, heady fear and anxiety seized him. How could Pat live without his master, without his god? For his master was a god to him. At the same time he was sure his master would come looking for him. In a panic he ran down one road after another. It was no use.
At last, that night, he returned exhausted to the square. There was no sign of his master. He made a few more circuits of the settlement and finally went back to the water channel where the bitch had been. Stones had been piled across the opening. Feverishly Pat dug at the earth with his paws, hoping to get into the garden. It was impossible. At last he gave up and dozed where he lay.
At midnight his own whimper woke him with a start. He got up in a fright, prowled down several lanes, sniffing the walls, and wandered aimlessly for a time. Then a fierce hunger came over him. Back in the square the smells of food reached him: meat left overnight, fresh bread and yoghurt, all mingled. Still he felt himself at fault, a trespasser on somebody else’s ground. He must beg from these people who looked like his master. If no rival came to drive him off, he might in time win the right to call the place his own. Perhaps one of those beings who held the food in their hands would take him in.
Trembling, he edged towards the bakery, which had just opened. The strong smell of baking dough filled the air. A man with bread under his arm called, “Here, boy! Here!” How strange his voice sounded! He tossed him a piece of warm bread. After a moment’s hesitation Pat ate it and wagged his tail. The man laid his bread on the shop ledge and reached out timidly to stroke Pat’s head. Then with both hands he unfastened the collar. What relief! As if every responsibility, every tie and duty had been lifted from Pat’s neck. But when he wagged his tail again and went up to the shopkeeper, a hard kick caught him in the ribs and he slunk off whining. The shopkeeper went to the gutter and carefully rinsed his hand to purify it. Pat could still recognise his own collar hanging outside the shop.
From that day on, all Pat had ever received from these people was kicks, lumps of stone and blows from clubs. You would have thought they were his sworn enemies and took pleasure in his torture.
Pat felt he had entered a new world. He had no sense of belonging to it, and nobody there had any notion of his feelings or the world within him. The first days were hard, but gradually he grew used to it. Around the bend in the lane, on the right, he discovered where they tipped the rubbish. Among it were tasty scraps: bones, fat, skin, fish heads and many other things he could not identify. The rest of the day he spent outside the butcher’s and the bakery. His eyes never left the butcher’s hands, though he got more beatings than tidbits. He had made his peace with his new life. Of the old one, a handful of dim, blurred impressions and certain smells were all that remained. Whenever things grew very hard, his lost paradise offered comfort, a way of escape. The memories of those days rose before him unbidden.
What tormented Pat most was his need for affection. He was like a child who has known nothing but cuffs and curses and whose tender feelings are still alive. In this new life of pain and torment he needed kindness more than ever. His eyes begged for it. He would have given his life for a sign of love, for a hand laid on his head. He needed someone to lavish his own kindness on, someone for whom he might make a sacrifice, to whom he could show devotion and loyalty. But nobody seemed to have any use for his feelings. Nobody protected him. In every pair of eyes he looked into he read only malice and spite. Every move he made to draw their attention only seemed to enrage them further.
As Pat dozed in the channel he whimpered several times and woke, as if nightmares were passing before his eyes. Now he was terribly hungry. He could smell kebabs. Hunger clawed so savagely at his insides that he forgot his weakness and his other pains. With difficulty he stood up and cautiously made for the square. ⁂ Just then a car drove noisily into Varamin square in a cloud of dust. A man got out, came up to Pat and stroked his head. This was not his master. Pat was quite sure of that: he knew his master’s scent. But how had it come about that someone had stroked him? He wagged his tail and looked doubtfully
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