
103102

Danielle Lensen

Big Ben
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My toes feel like frozen peanuts. 
  Almost all the snow is cleared outside the front door by the 

Halifax Humane Society sign when suddenly the bells above the front 
door ring. I stumble in my oversized work boots in order to escape a 
door in the face.

"TAAAATE!  GET IN HERE NOOOW!" screams Don.
"Don," I laugh in disbelief, "I'm right here–literally, right next to 

you."
"I know," says Don impatiently, covering up his mistake. "Get in 

here and help your stupid friend with Boomer, now. Tell her she needs 
to work on her chi. That dog can read it, I swear."

Violet's blunt personality doesn't mesh well with Don's, our 
boss. He's more...well, rude I guess, which does mesh well with Vi. 
I actually think he just doesn't like her hair color. She dyed it neon 
orange two years ago, and it's been downhill since then.    

The shovel chinks the sidewalk as I set it down and walk into 
the barking craziness that is the Halifax Humane Society. My black 
rimmed glasses fog up immediately. I take my hat off and muss up my 
hair.

"Do you ever brush your hair?  Like seriously, I'm curious. It 
looks like a black mop vomited four inches above your forehead," says 
Don at his desk. That’s Don for you.  

Don’s big, and by big I mean he could definitely “John Cena” any 
customer who got rowdy if he didn't approve them as a suitable pet 
owner. I respect that about Don. He’s the nicest, scariest guy I know. 

"Thanks," I say as I walk over to the dog kennels. 
When I open the back doors leading to the dogs, I don't know 

thing about this guy takes her back to high school, getting all doe-
eyed over the football players during practice. She decides what the 
hell as she leads him around to the alley behind the bar.

“This is a night you’ll never forget,” he whispers in her ear. Car-
nal urges wash over her as she thrusts her body against his, forcing 
his mouth open with her tongue. Kingston rips the front of her blouse 
open as she undoes his belt. He presses her against the fence, one hand 
caressing her breast and the other around her throat. Her eyes close, 
feeling every nerve tingle as she feels him swell; her body aching 
with need. 

Her legs wrap around him; she hasn’t felt this way in years. 
Their bodies find rhythm. She looks into his eyes, but the smooth, 
seductive look that was present at the bar is nowhere to be seen. She 
tries to scream but his hand, still around her throat, cut her off.

*
The porcelain sink runs red as Kingston washes his hands, but he 
doesn’t notice. His eyes are focused on the mirror in front of him, a 
stranger staring back. Every week the same loathsome, yet vaguely 
familiar eyes slice through the plane of the mirror, staring into Kings-
ton’s being. The figure’s face changes, something between a smirk 
and a smile. It nods, like a proud father showing approval. Bile rises 
in Kingston’s throat; he chokes it back while wiping the tears from 
his bloodshot eyes. The stranger laughs in a voice all too familiar to 
Kingston.

“FUCK YOU!” He lashes out at the figure, smashing his already 
bloodied hand into the fragmented mirror. The stranger disappears, 
but the laughter lingers. 

  He can see his hands in front of him, feeling the blood run 
over his knuckles. Kingston feels illusory, as if he is not there. Some-
thing horrible is happening inside him. “Why me?” he asks to no 
one in particular. He desperately wishes someone would reply, but is 
afraid of the answer. 

The alarm buzzes from the other room, breaking his thought; 
it’s 6 a.m. and Kingston needs to get ready for work. He places his self-
disgust aside. He needs to focus on the day ahead, to keep his mask of 
sanity from slipping even further.
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"Yea, I'll take him," I smile.
"Thank you,” she sighs. "Actually if you could finish Don’s list 

for me, that'd be great," she says quickly, handing over her clipboard 
and walking away sheepishly.

"Vi!" I say frowning, watching her "run-walk" toward the door.
"Taaate," she drags my name every time we get to this conversa-

tion. "Just do what you do," she says as she waves her hand in the air 
and turns around to face the door.

"Only if you work on your chi, ok?  And change your hair 
color–Boomer hates orange," I say sarcastically. I laugh when she flips 
me off before shutting the door behind her.

"How are you, Boom?" I ask as I enter his kennel and start 
to straighten up his bed. Talk to Boomer before you look at him, I 
remind myself, or he'll start shaking so bad he can't walk. The kennel 
door clinks as I close it.

*
Lara’s at work. He swings the door open and drags me by the arm to 
the kitchen. My superman socks get wet as he runs me into Big Ben’s 
water dish. 

“Do you see thiz?” he slurs.
I don’t say anything.
“DO YOUZ SEE THIZ,” he states, rather than asks.
There’s dog poop next to the empty bottle of vodka he just set 

on the counter. 
“He’s jussa puppy,” I whisper, pushing my glasses up my nose 

with one small finger.
He grabs my neck and slams my face in it. My nose. Blood blan-

kets the counter and tears cover my eyes.
“Now you see it. Train that dog, or I kill him,” he seethes into 

my ear. 
*

I try to shake it off. "Did you eat all your lunch today?" I ask when I 
see Boomer’s half full bowl. "C'mon, Boomer. If you don't eat, how do 
you expect to get any bigger?" I ask. I finish cleaning up the numerous 
piles of Boomer crap before I finally look him in the eye and sit down. 
"Somebody will find you, Boomer. No worries. You're too cute. But 
I'm with Vi, if some chick comes in here with a big purse, there's no 
way you're goin' home with her, okay?  You deserve better than that," 
I say as he walks over to me and sits on my kneecap. "Chin up, okay?" 
I finish as I scratch his neck and get up. 

Don's handwriting says that kennel twelve is next. Akia Maria. 
Still a weird name, I think when I open the door to a spotted Great 
Dane. You can't talk to Akia; she goes nuts. She got here four years 
ago because her owners “couldn't handle her clinginess."  I go to the 
left side of her kennel first because I know she's peering at me from 

what hits me first:  the symphony of dog barks or the smell of hair and 
dog crap. 

I itch my eyes under my glasses. "Relax, guys, jeez," I say in a 
low voice. Most of the dogs stop barking except kennel twenty-two. 
Schotzie, the new German Shepherd. His owners brought him in 
because he “couldn't adjust to apartment life."  I sigh and drag my 
thawed feet to his kennel. He hasn't adjusted well here either. 

*
“He obviously hasn’t been adjusting well, Lara,” he said. 

“Yea, and what do you expect me to do about it?” she snapped. 
She’s doing the dishes. I can smell the soap. 

“You know him better than I do. Can’t your side of the family 
deal with it?” he argued.

“Deal with it?  Deal wi– that’s what you’re calling him?  He’s not 
some problem, Adam. Jesus, he’s a six-year-old boy.”

*
"Are you going to keep barking?" I ask Schotzie to shake my mind off 
of things. "That's okay, then. Keep going. I know you're mad. Let it 
out, dude."  I look him in the eyes. He keeps barking from the corner 
of his kennel. "I get it," I shrug. He stops to take a breath. "No, man, 
you're mad. Keep going–I'll listen."  I open his kennel door, and he gets 
ticked off. He stays in his corner, yelling. I sit down between his bowl 
and his bed, like last time, and wait. He keeps barking until he wears 
himself out. Finally, he lies down. 

"Are you serious?" I hear. "You're going to sit down and have tea 
with this dog, while I get stuck cleaning Boomer?"

"Hey, Vi," I say as I get to my feet.
"Do not 'hey, Vi' me, okay?  Help me with this social disaster," 

she says.
 Vi hates Boomer. Even more, she detests cleaning up after him 

because she thinks he's a "conformist to society."  He's a teacup Chi-
huahua, but good God, don't let his size fool you. That dog craps like 
there is absolutely no tomorrow; he's a nervous bloke. Vi doesn't see it. 

"You realize you were bred to fit into Paris Hilton's purse, right?  
I'm not kidding. That's the only reason you're around," I hear her tell 
Boomer as I slowly make it over to kennel number fourteen. 

"Stop talking to him like that, Vi," I say hiding my smile. "He 
knows you hate him."

Her tangerine hair and clunky boots turn around. She's wearing 
a long-sleeve fishnet ensemble underneath her pink "Halifax Humane 
Society–Friends Reuniting Friends" t-shirt. 

"Can you work with him?  You get him, I don't," she says as she 
drops the shovel. 

I look at Boomer. He's shivering next to a pile of his own crap. 
His floppy ears and bug eyes plead with me to let her go. I laugh. 
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get my mind off of things. "Here we go," I say. I open the door and 
immediately start jumping. Kona sees me and starts sprinting around 
his kennel. "How are you, buddy?!"  I say excited after I finish jump-
ing. Kona's a rat terrier. He needs happy people because he's a happy 
dog. "Good, good, good, good, good!!" his eyes tell me. He has to be 
kept busy or he'll do the talking, and he's loud. I make random small 
talk as I throw his toys in the air. He knows the drill. He jumps and 
catches each one. I give him a snack as I sneak out the door. "I'll see ya 
tomorrow, Kona. You stay happy, okay?"

I open the door and walk out into the office area. There's a giant 
pile of snow in front of Don's desk. 

"Wh–," I start. 
 "Do not start with me," he says between gritted teeth. "Your 

stupid orange friend had a tantrum after I told her to go shovel the 
yard."  

I feel the color drain from my face immediately after Don says 
the word "yard."  The pet cemetery is a service that only Halifax Hu-
mane Society offers. People's dead Fluffies and Fidos are everywhere 
out there. 

"Go out there and help her please," he says without looking up 
from his reports. 

"Vi is pretty capable, Don. I think she's got it," I say as I start to 
head over to check on the cats. 

"Tate,” Don says gently as he peers over his glasses. "You know 
you need to. Go."

My heart beats fast. 
I head like I'm going to the cats, but grab the shovel instead. 

Don lifts one eyebrow. You just shoved this in my face. Don't expect 
me to be happy about it, I think. I go outside and head to the yard. My 
black rimmed glasses fog up again. 

Vi has the front two rows of headstones done. She left me the 
back five. 

"Tate!  Oh my God. I'm so happy you're here. I was just gonna go 
look for you. Did you know that my hair color changes with the cold?  
Serious. Look. This strand is brown," she says, looking for the strand 
with her fingerless gloves. She's wearing her stupid puffy coat. 

"You got these rows done, right?  So I can just start right away 
over there?  Get it done quick?" I ask, fuming.

"Yea. Go ahead," she says quietly.
It takes forever, but I get rid of the snow in front of all the head-

stones except the fourth one in, five rows back. My feet are freezing.
*

The air conditioning is on. It's November. He's just thrown the picture 
frame with Lara’s photo in it through the window. I'm sitting on my 
Captain Planet sheets in my room with Big Ben. He's sitting on my 

her bed on the other side. I tap my right foot twice and turn around 
before going to the other side to clean. She knows I'm coming and 
goes to the opposite end. I hum while cleaning out her bed, and she fi-
nally chills out. After finishing up with cleaning and changing water, 
I brace myself and sit down. She's shy at first, like always, and then I 
tap my hand on the cement floor. She jumps a bit and walks over. She, 
and all her Great Dane-ness, sits on my lap. A huge sigh escapes her 
mouth as she sets her head on top of my feet. I sit there, not moving, 
for fifteen minutes before my knees go numb. Once I start petting her 
stomach, she gets up. I smile at her before leaving and close the door. 
She has a long way to go, but she's trying, I think.

*
It’s dark outside. I hope Lara’s home.

“Can I use your phone?” I ask the waitress behind the diner 
counter.

“Whoa,” she says taking in Big Ben’s size. “Dog’s aren’t allowed 
in here. You need to go outside if you’re with him.”

“Can I use your phone first? We just wanna go home,” I mumble.
“What?” she says, leaning over the counter. The bells above the 

door ring and a large group of big kids come in.
“Just use the phone if ya need ta, but hurry up. My boss sees that 

thing in here, and I’m gone,” she says, annoyed. My small feet walk 
me around the counter. Big Ben follows. I can’t reach the phone, so 
I walk back around and drag a chair over. I don’t know my numbers 
yet, but I know how to push the buttons to call Lara. Up, down, over, 
over again, down, up, up again. Aunt Lara picks up.

“Tate??” her voice cracks. She’s been crying again.
“Can you come get u–?” 
“Don’t. Touch. Me,” she fumes away from the phone. Adam must 

be home.
“What? Where are you guys??  Where did he leave you both off 

this time?” she asks quickly. I hear her drop her keys.
“By the road. There were too many trees. I couldn’t find home,” I 

say. Tears sting my eyes.
“Oh my god,” she whispers. “Where are you now?  Is Big Ben 

with you?” I hear her walk out the front door.
“Yea, he’s here. We’re at the restaurant by that playground,” I 

say.
“How far did you walk?! Jus–I’m coming. You stay by Big Ben, 

okay?  Don’t talk to anybody you don’t know,” she finishes.
I hang up the phone.

*
I rub my eyes, and look at Don’s list. I’ve been reading the same line 
eight times. Kona's next on the list of dogs to clean up. I jump four 
times outside of his kennel; mainly to get warmed up, but mostly to 
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feet because he knows they're cold. We're both looking at my bed-
room door waiting for my uncle Adam to bring his drunken tirade in 
here. 

Adam is so drunk he’s past slurring words–he can’t even form 
them anymore. He's mad because Aunt Lara left. I found the note in 
my backpack when she left me off at the school bus this morning. I 
showed it to him because I couldn't read. 

I knew what it said though. 
Adam left and came home drunk. He smells like whiskey and 

the cream Aunt Lara used to put in her coffee. That’s when I ran to 
my room, and Big Ben came with me. 

Adam throws something big through the picture window two 
doors down. That's when I go under the bed and peer at the door, cry-
ing. Big Ben doesn't. Stoically, he lowers his Neapolitan Mastiff body 
off my bed and sits right between me and the door. The glass breaking 
gets louder. I cover my hand with my mouth. My Spiderman door flies 
open. Big Ben doesn't move.

"Wherezhe..." my uncle mutters. He throws my sheets on the 
floor. Big Ben doesn't move, just watches. "I hope you tookem withew," 
he slurs for no one to hear. His feet stop to the left of me. That's when 
Big Ben shows his teeth. Big teeth. He barks and howls at the top of 
his lungs. The short hair on his tail and his back frizzes out, and he 
lunges at my uncle. Adam falls, and Big Ben jumps him. He doesn't 
bite, but he's inches from Adam's face. His paws are on my uncle's 
chest, inches from Adam’s neck. Big Ben's barking in his face and 
sending spit everywhere. 

"GETOFF," my uncle screams. It takes every ounce to throw Big 
Ben off him. He leaves the room. Big Ben follows him to the doorway. 

"Come back here, Big B," I sob. 
It's over.

*
My feet are freezing. I can't feel my hands. My chin touches my knees 
as I shiver in the snow. I'm lying in front of the headstone four in and 
five rows to the back. Red snow–I think I’m bleeding. 

"YOU WEREN'T SUPPOSED TO LEAVE," I scream. The tears 
are freezing as they race each other down my face. "People leave, Big 
B. It's what they do," I whisper into red snow. I lift my head up. I yell 
as I punch the thin headstone, cracking it in half. More blood stains 
the snow. A hand is on my back. I get up and cry into something 
puffy. 

"Let's go, Tate. You tried. You got farther than last time. Let's 
go. C'mon. I have you," a voice says. I stumble back into the building. 
"Don. Order another new headstone for Big Ben, will you?" Vi says. 
"He's okay. Just call an ambulance."
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