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Wirey haired terrier-mix named velvet, her pink tongue generally hanging 
out.

Young girl, new junior high, lots of energy, bright, believes in justice, 
deserved a dog. She had made the honor roll twice  (once was too easy) 

The cuteness of Velvet, the happiness that is the mark of the breed  
of terrier, unchecked and untrained so that she hurled herself against 
doors, jumped, barked, and chewed on shoes and electrical cords and 
stole a frozen chicken from a grocery bag when Jane ran off the answer 
the phone. Later found gleefully chewing on the carcass: later, days later, 
gleefully choking on the chicken bones. The family opened the door 
half a foot and squeezed through, to prevent her escape. The family 
regarded her bright and happy little face with wariness. It was hard to 
really love something that always wanted to flee—who clearly perferred 
to be elsewhere.  

Outside she would be running, running, running. Velvet, for her part, was 
proud and curious about the technicolor world and loved the loft she 
got when leaping off a the little hills that separated the property—legs 
extended, like flying, and felt her true destiny was nearby; she would 
run to it—a field full of other terriers and rubber balls and cats willing to 
be mauled then turn into people food; (like the girl who gives a blow job 
then turns into a pizza) opportunities to hump and be humped and the 
opportunity to smell beneath the tails of many, many dogs, but mainly 
other terriers, dogs who were like Velvet but slightly inferior, with thinner 
coats and less piercing barks, and would be willing to be chased, or to 
vomit up their food and let Velvet eat it. 

What she mostly found were urine trails and other dogs behind fences, 
who she would bark at vigorously, declaring her superiority and also her 
friendliness—she was like the most popular dog in her class, the class 
president, smug and assured. She was an open book, but who cared? 
Nothing in there. Sometimes other dogs would just look at her; they 
wouldn’t bother to bark back. Too enthusiastic, like an eteranal puppy, 
a handful, the embarassment of the dog world, the loud aunt, the bad 
comic. But Velvet never noticed. Came home from her escapes tired and 
cowed…

Nor, when she was inside, hurling herself against the door, did she 
remember that her true destiny wasn’t outside…temporal zone of the 
now, always anticipating a few moments into the future, always straining 
against the now into the near future, where the door may be opened, or, 
if she was a lucky one, a piece of food might fall on the floor. 

By the time the girl was in high school the family moved to a bigger 



Velvet came into the family in the usual way, through a classified ad in the 
local newspaper: CUTE PUPPIES FREE TO GOOD HOME! The mistress 
of the house and her twelve year-old daughter drove to an address in 
Sunnyslope where they ventured into a stucco townhouse and picked 
her out of a cardboard box. She was an Australian terrier mix, rat-sized, 
though later she grew to be as large as a raccoon. The girl named her 
Velvet, possibly in a tribute to her silky undercoat (which disappeared 
within three months), possibly because she simply liked the name. The 
little girl swore to feed her and house train her and dress her in tiny plaid 
coats when it rained, but after several weeks spent holding the puppy 
so constantly that she was damp with hand-sweat, her infatuation faded 
and the care of Velvet reverted to the mistress of the house. The mistress 
did not particularly want a puppy and was preoccupied with other tasks; 
as a result, Velvet grew up to be an unruly, unchecked, sneaky kind 
of dog, barely compliant enough to avoid getting her ass smacked by 
a rolled-up newspaper. She peed outside (most of the time), she came 
when she was called (if there was food involved), she chewed on shoes 
and electrical cords and used Kleenex. She was a jumper and a barker 
and an underbed sulker; once she managed to steal a frozen chicken from 
a grocery bag and drag it behind the couch. Mostly though, she liked to 
hurl herself at doors, expressing her ardent desire to run freely through 
the neighborhood, fuck leashes.

Yet there was no denying the cuteness that was Velvet. She possessed the 
stubborn happiness that is the mark of the terrier breed, with alert dark 
eyes and a pink tongue, which dangled from her mouth like a scrap of 
ribbon. She seldom used her stubby legs for walking, preferring to trot 
from place to place, holding her square head high and puffing out her 
chest beneath her coat, which was brown and black and stiff as an old 
rag. Her dark eyes were always scanning for opportunity. It was clear 
to any observer that Velvet existed in a world loosely bounded by the 
temporal zone of the now. She was in the moment but straining against 
it, into the near future, where, if she was a lucky girl, the door might 
slip open and she’d wriggle her way to freedom. When the members of 
the family entered and exited the house, they cracked the door half a 
foot and wedged themselves through the gap to prevent her escape. They 
regarded her jolly face with wariness. It was hard to really love something 
that always wanted to flee—who clearly preferred to be elsewhere. But 
Velvet didn’t notice; she felt loved, she felt like a princess. Every evening 
she gazed at the family from her position of squat royalty, waiting for 
them to drop the scraps of food on the floor that were her tribute. 

But the family was easily distracted from their duties as dog-tenders; 
situations involving children and visitors in particular led to lapses that 
allowed her to escape. Once Velvet was outside she’d go running through 
the streets of the neighborhood, running, running, running on her stubby 
legs. Velvet loved the loft she got when she leapt off the curb into the 
street—legs extended, ears flattened, fur fluffed. She felt that her destiny 
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Might Velvet be based on a dog you know? What sort of “field research” 
did you do for this story?

The first draft of “Velvet” reads like a complete plot outline with quickly 
sketched details.  I got a sense while reading it that you were creating a 
map.  It makes me think you had some sort of idea that sparked “Velvet,” 
a sense of a story you wanted to write, then sat down and tried to capture 
the shape of it.  Can you walk me through the genesis of this story? Is 
this outliney structure what a usual first draft looks like for you (if there is 
such thing as a “usual first draft”)? And do you generally try to sketch out 
an entire story from beginning to end, or so you sometimes work scene 
by fully-written scene?
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A fair amount of this story is true. The character Velvet is based on Peanut, 
a terrier my older sister got when she was twelve. We already had an 
unfixed poodle named Peppy who was so bad he was like a hoodlum: he 
ran away, chased girl dogs, humped legs, growled from under the bed, 
and peed on the drapery. I’m sure he was a bad influence on Peanut but 
she was ready to go bad anyway—she loved to chew, dig, escape, snack 
snatch, etc. No one trained her much.
 Shortly after my sister and I both left for college, my father 
accidentally ran over Peppy with the SUV (“He didn’t feel a thing”). 
Peanut turned into a good little dog and started to follow my mother 
around with Zen-like calm. In turn, my mother began to feed her treats, 
coo in her ear, and take her places where dogs are not allowed, such as 
Macy’s. They fell in love, which was weird, because my mother had never 
even liked her before. Earlier, when we moved to a new house, she was 
adamant about exiling her to the outdoor dog run, and when Peanut 
darted inside after her coyote attack, my mother’s only comment was: 
“Don’t let her get blood on the walls!” 
 Peanut survived the attack and lived to be loved, old, good, and 
fat. Many years after Peanut died, a friend’s little dog ran up to me and 
sniffed my knee: she was a wiry, sharp-eared terrier who looked exactly 
like Peanut. Her name was Pepita, Spanish for a roasted sunflower seed. 
Amazing! Two nuts! I was entranced. 
I became obsessed with introducing my mother to Pepita. I was dying to 
see how she’d react, and maybe I hoped to give her back something she’d 
lost; I’m not sure. This was when I began to think of this as a story. There 
was a relationship that changed profoundly, the complicated pet-owner 
quest of replacing love, free-floating grief. Also I’m obsessed with dogs 
and try to write about my obsessions. Given this, I think it’s lame that I 
can’t remember if I actually introduced my mother to Pepita or not. If I 
did, I’m fairly certain the outcome was similar to the one in this draft—for 
a second my mother was floored, as though it was Peanut. Then she drew 
back and said no, that’s not my beloved doggie. Not at all.
 Or else I made it all up. 
 Recently I saw Pepita again and was surprised to find that I 
agree with my mother: she really doesn’t look like Peanut. She’s smaller, 
and oilier, and her eyes are way more bulgy. 

Yes, I think a typical first draft for me is outliney with some scenes 
and character sketches in some sort of rough order. My favorite parts 
of writing are the dialogue and characters and funniness and awkward 
moments but I try to sketch in some events too. I don’t want to get stuck 
with great characters and zero plot. 

Writing & Revising “Velvet”
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According to the Teacher, there is only one rule, and it is this: Hold on 
to your vacuum.  We have each been given one, each a different shape 
and size.  My vacuum is dark red and bulky, as heavy as a ten-year-old, 
its thick black cord worn down so that the wires show through in places.  
Holding it in my hand, it feels like the tail of some rodent, thin and slick 
and slightly repugnant.  The storage clips that should hold the cord to 
the vacuum are broken off, forcing me to loop it around my arms and 
the vacuum, making the whole contraption much harder to carry than 
seems necessary.  I try to complain, but the Teacher holds up a hand and 
silences me.  He says, “Everyone is given a vacuum relative to their skill 
level.  This is the one that was assigned to you, and the only one you’ll 
be allowed to play with.”

I do not actually know his name or title, whether he is referee or judge or 
umpire or even participant.  I only know he is in charge because he is the 
one standing on the stage of the auditorium while we wait in the seats 
below.  I call him the Teacher because he reminds me of my eighth grade 
science teacher.  He has the same balding hair pulled into a ponytail, the 
same small gold crucifix earring.  The Teacher’s arms are liver spotted 
from the elbows down, exposed beneath the rolled up sleeves of his 
dress shirt.  He wears glasses, black thick frames with the nosepiece 
taped together.  When he smiles (and he smiles often), his small teeth 
are stained yellow with cigarette smoke.  After my complaint about my 
vacuum there are no other questions, so he begins to exit stage left.  He 
says, “I promise to count to at least a hundred before I come looking for 
you.”

He says, “I promise to look for you as long as you need me to.”

There are other people playing the game, but I do not know them, or if I 
do I don’t look hard enough to identify them.  I am focused on myself.  As 
soon as the game starts they each reach for their own vacuum cleaner 
and then they’re off, some further into the building and some into the 
world waiting outside.  One girl is tall and thin and agile, her tiny hand 
vac fitting perfectly into her grip as she bounds out the door and across 
the parking lot.  I follow her as far as the sidewalk, my hand resting on top 
of my own vacuum.  Watching her run, I don’t know where I should go yet 
or what I should do.  This is only the first turn, and although the Teacher 
has explained that it is like hide and seek I do not yet understand.  I 
do not know what the rewards for success, or what the punishment for 
failure might be.
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According to Teacher, there is only one rule, and it is this: No matter what 
happens, hold on to your vacuum. We have each been given one, each a 
different shape and size according to our needs. My own vacuum is bright 
red and bulky, as heavy as a ten-year-old, its worn cord slipping through 
my fingers like the tail of a rodent, thick and rubbery and repugnant. I 
start to complain, but Teacher holds up a hand and silences me.

Teacher says, This is the vacuum that was assigned to you, and the only 
one you’ll be allowed to play with.

I don’t know this man’s actual name or title, whether he’s referee or judge 
or umpire, but he reminds me of the man who taught my eighth-grade 
science class. He has the same balding hair pulled into a ponytail, the 
same small gold crucifix earring, and when he smiles he shows the same 
small yellow teeth pocked by smoke and sweets. I only know he’s in 
charge because he’s the one standing on the stage of the auditorium while 
the rest of us wait in the front row below. Because he’s the only one of us 
without a vacuum of his own.

After my complaint, there are no other questions, and so Teacher says, I 
promise to count to at least one hundred before I come looking for you.

He says, I promise to look for you as long as you need me to, and then 
he says, Go.

- - - - -

As soon as Teacher finishes talking, the other players reach for their 
own vacuum cleaners and lug them up the aisle stairs, then out of the 
auditorium and into the lobby. From there, some move further into the 
building and some through the double glass doors into the world waiting 
outside, but why each person chooses one or the other is unclear to me. 
One girl is tall and thin and agile, her tiny hand vac fitting perfectly into 
her grip as she bounds out the door and across the parking lot. I follow 
her as far as the sidewalk, my hand resting on top of my own vacuum. 
Watching her run, I don’t know where I should go or what I should do. 
This is only the first turn, and although Teacher has explained that the 
game is like hide and seek, I don’t yet understand. I don’t know what 
the rewards are for success, or what the punishment for failure might be. 

I blink once and then Teacher is behind me. Before I can move, his arm 
shoots around my neck and pulls me into a wrestler’s headlock, his grip 

Hold On To Your Vacuum
Matt Bell
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