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Hannah Goldsmith

Mortal Flesh
It’s been about six months since I was last here. It was early spring 

then—dead vegetation littering the ground, a chill running through 
the air, and a general dampness about everything. Now it’s early fall 
and I find it funny how it pretty much looks the same, except what 
was then a bump in the dirt is now a shallow depression. That’s what 
happens when buried corpses decompose, I guess. 

I nudge a few leaves out of the dip with my foot, wondering what’s 
left of my cat, Gravel, who was buried there half a year ago. I’m sure 
by now he’s mostly gone—digested by bacteria—like the bacteria 
that live in people’s small intestines, digesting their food for them and 
working with enzymes to break down their dinners. Right now my 
intestine bacteria is working on breaking down a PB&J. Though those 
bacteria and enzymes aren’t the same as they were six months ago; I’m 
probably missing a few since I decided to become a vegetarian and my 
body stopped needing whatever microorganisms digest meat. 

It was Lent back then and, in accordance with the Catholic 
Church, I wasn’t eating meat on Fridays anyway. So I decided to stop 
eating meat altogether as my “giving something up for Lent”—an ar-
bitrary religious practice that somehow is supposed to make us better 
people by saying no to a single worldly pleasure. All my friends at our 
Catholic high school were sitting around a lunch table discussing our 
“giving up something for Lent”-s. Some decided upon the typical prac-
tice of eliminating sweets, others were going to walk the two blocks 
to school instead of driving—like glorified New Year’s resolutions that 
they only had to keep up with for a month. They were all met with 
way-to-goes and good-for-yous. When I said I was going to give up 
eating meat, I was only congratulated with a single, sarcastic, “good 
luck with that one.” When I expressed that it wouldn’t be that hard, 
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“Yes, but mortal souls. Animal souls die with their bodies.”
“That’s stupid.”
I straightened up in my desk. Ooh, this was going to be good! 
Ema leaned forward, “What’s the difference? Why are human 

souls immortal, but animals’ aren’t? That just seems unfair. Animals 
should be able to go to Heaven.”

“Well, God gave us immortal souls because He made us after His 
own image. We’re like Him, animals aren’t. We’re also given free will 
and reason so we can make our own decisions between good and sin. 
Therefore, we deserve to go to Heaven. Animals just run on instinct.” 

“Mr. McGrane, have you ever watched a dog? They totally have 
some kind of logic. You can see them make decisions… and they have 
feelings!”

“It’s instinct. They don’t know what they’re doing. They don’t 
know the difference between right and wrong. They just have mortal 
souls, okay?”

“No, it’s not okay! Why would God waste all that time creating all 
these animals if He’s not even going to keep them around? You know, 
if I did all of this work making something, I wouldn’t want it to just 
go die.”

“It’s because God made it all for us. Remember Genesis? God made 
all the plants and animals and gave it to us to use and eat. Okay? Now 
let’s move forward…”

The rest of class ended up being difficult to pay attention to be-
cause I kept imagining myself standing up in the middle of the class to 
continue the argument, storming out of the room if need be:

Mr. McGrane, that’s outrageous! Why the hell would God do that? 
Yeah, I get it… She loves us. But saying that She made animals just for us 
to use is absurd! Just because we’re the top of the food chain doesn’t mean 
we’re any more special! Hell, the world was a perfect place until we came 
along and screwed it up. It’s probably better off without us. You know, 
Mr. McGrane, I bet God sometimes regrets making us just because we’re 
so self-centered. We think the whole world was made for us. But you 
know what? We’re at the mercy of nature, just like everything else. I bet 
if bacteria were at the top of the food chain, they would think that ev-
erything was made for them to eat, too, huh? So get off your high horse 
and explain to me how exactly we’re different because I don’t see it.

It’s been about six months since I was last here, and it’s funny how 
everything is pretty much the same. I brush some debris out of the de-
pression in the ground and just stand here as a breeze sneaks through 
my cotton-blend sweatshirt. My stomach gurgles as my vegetarian 
lunch moves through my digestive system. My watch tells me it’s 
about time I start getting back to the house.

“Bye, Gravel. I’ll see ya later, buddy.”

one of my friends made the mistake of saying, “I bet you can’t do it,” 
which I obviously took as a challenge. 

And so I spitefully passed up steaks and cheeseburgers in a piss-
ing match to prove I was a good enough Catholic. This ended up not 
being that difficult considering I couldn’t look at a hunk of meat 
without picturing my dead cat in it. When ground hamburger starts 
resembling festering wounds and pork fat like chunky puss, saying no 
becomes a hell of a lot easier. Raw, ground hamburger and pork fat—
that’s what Gravel’s fuzzy little abdomen was made of.

I found him like that in a field, three days after he had gone miss-
ing. I wouldn’t have known that he was even there if it wasn’t for 
his weak and disoriented mewing. It took me almost fifteen minutes 
to locate him in the overgrown weeds, but eventually I found him 
flopping around in the grass like his head was too heavy for his body. 
When I picked him up, I could feel something wet and squishy, but it 
wasn’t until I took him back to the garage that I noticed the oozing le-
sion on his stomach. It looked like a silver dollar-sized patch had been 
skinned, revealing a hunk of rotting meat. 

I kept him cozy in a cardboard box lined with old towels until 
Mom and I could bring him to the vet the next day. The following 
morning, it had spread enough to cover the majority of his abdomen—
churning, seeping, exposed flesh almost visibly creeping up over his 
sides.  He slept on the car ride to the vet’s office, and after a quick 
examination and a lab test, the doctor made her diagnosis. A middle-
aged cat lady with a stethoscope and a face lined with witnessing 
too many pet deaths delivered the news that Gravel had contracted 
flesh-eating bacteria. I almost didn’t believe her. Flesh-eating bacteria 
is something that only exists in sci-fi novels and hospital-themed TV 
dramas, not rural Iowa. But after being assured there was nothing 
that could be done, Mom making the decision to have Gravel put to 
sleep, and a steep veterinary bill later, I guess I had to believe her.

But I refused to believe my ninth-grade religion teacher. Stand-
ing at his pulpit in front of the classroom, he spent the hour preaching 
about heaven and the immortality of the human soul. It was the same 
kind of sermon we’ve all heard since baptism, so I had checked out 
early and instead contented myself with doodling in the margins of 
my notes. But my interest piqued again when one brave, yet idiotically 
argumentative, student raised her hand.

“Yes, Ema?” Mr. McGrane groaned, preparing for the bombardment 
of questions she was notorious for asking every other class period.

“What about animals?”
“Yes…? What about them?”
“Don’t they go to Heaven?”
“No. Just people.”
“Why not?! They have souls too, don’t they?”


