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Not Killing Someone “Frees Up a Relationship
Generally”!

L. Lamar Nisly
Peter Heller. The Dog Stars: A Novel. New York, NY: Vintage Books, 2012.

One challenge of living during a pandemic is facing so many unknowns.
Peter Heller’s description of writing The Dog Stars (2012), a novel set after
a pandemic, makes clear his love of uncertainty, at least when he is writing.
Though he had previously written nonfiction, largely for outdoors maga-
zines, Heller embraces the unpredictability of fiction. “This time I wanted
to be surprised. Like kayaking a river you've never done: coming around
a tight bend and not knowing what would be there—a pool, a waterfall, a
bear drinking, a battalion of Yanomami. I wanted to be surprised, shocked,
thrilled, awed. Maybe terrified. When I set out to write The Dog Stars I began
with a first line and wrote into the story.”? Or as he says another time, “You
know, I didn’t plan any of it. I started with the first line and just let it rip and
at some point I realized I was writing a postapocalyptic novel.”?

The novel is set at a small airport in Colorado, where the protagonist,
Hig, lives somewhat uncomfortably with Bangley, a survivalist whose ap-
proach is to shoot first and ignore any questions. Hig’s wife, Melissa, died
nine years earlier during the flu pandemic, and he then escaped Denver in
his 1956 Cessna plane. He had earned his living as a contractor, and he loves
to hunt and fish; these useful survival skills are explained in the novel. More
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interesting for the novel, though, are Hig’s probing questions, his internal
reflections about what gives life meaning—which seem to connect to his po-
etry writing and reading. Hig and Bangley have created a reasonably stable
life together, with enough to eat and a plan to protect their perimeter. And
yet, Hig is unsettled, feeling his many losses and desiring connection with
more people. The Dog Stars wrestles with questions of meaning, with sug-
gestions of religious possibilities. It queries the goal of survival at any price,
with a nearby community of Mennonites hinting at an alternative to Bang-
ley’s approach. And the novel beautifully embodies the power of being in
community, the necessity of touch, as humans seek to find a way forward
following catastrophe.

The Dog Stars is not an overtly religious text, but there are hints and
resonances with questions related to faith. As such, this novel connects to the
post-secular conversation in literature, an approach that explores religious
suggestions in fiction that is not explicitly engaged with faith questions.
Heller does not claim a particular religious stance, though he describes an
experience at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop where he had earned his MFA.
The poet Jorie Graham said that every poem begins with a question, so rath-
er than asking others, she said they should “ask God.” Heller continues, “So
before I begin a new book, I always pray. And my god is probably different
than your god or anyone else’s. My god is in the wind. In the sound of water.™

In the novel, Hig makes several references to the Bible. On the first page,
he questions the reader: “Did you ever read the Bible? I mean sit down and
read it like it was a book? Check out Lamentations. That’s where we're at,
pretty much. Pretty much lamenting. Pretty much pouring our hearts out
like water” (3). Much later in the novel, Hig remembers a conversation with
a nondenominational church member from Nebraska that took place before
the pandemic. The man says, “We just follow the Bible word for word...Word
for word you can’t go wrong. Shook his head nice smile. I'd be crazy to dis-
believe him” (157). Hig remembers contemplating the man’s ideas that one
could follow the words like hopping from rock to rock in a river: “Just follow
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accessed June 11, 2020.
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them, man. Breadcrumbs right to God” (157). From his thoughts about this
conversation, it is clear that Hig even then finds this view simplistic. He pon-
ders, “Maybe there is a different translation for meek. Maybe it’s not the meek
who inherit, maybe it is the simple. Not will inherit the earth, they already
own it” (157). Yet Hig challenges his new acquaintance, noting that he has
just read Lamentations and finds it like Mad Max, with “women eating their
babies, everybody dying” (157). Though the Nebraskan recommends that
Hig focuses on the “Right Side of the Bible,” or the New Testament, Hig re-
flects in the present that “We should have all paid more attention to the Left
Side, I am thinking now. The Wrong Side, the Side Where Shit Goes Really
Really Wrong” (157). Though references to scripture happen infrequently
in the novel, these passages show that Hig is familiar with the Bible. He also
wrestles with the implications of scripture, considering how the passages
may relate to his experience in life. Twice invoking Lamentations provides
an appropriate context following the massive loss of life. While relatively mi-
nor, these passages do provide a context for noticing religious implications
in the novel.

Much more prevalent in Hig’s experience is the awe-inspiring, almost
sacred role of the natural world. When he tires of the space that he and Bang-
ley share, Hig heads out to the nearby mountain to hunt and fish for food—
though he admits, “Mostly I just want to go up there. It feels like church,
hallow and cool” (7). In that space, as he fishes, “I breathed and thanked
something that was not exactly God, something that was still here” (57), sug-
gesting that he largely feels deserted by God. In a scene that seems almost to
invoke Hemingway, Hig describes the ritual of his fishing, the joy and calm
that it provides him: “All of this, these motions, the sequence, the quiet, the
rill and gulp, the riffle of the stream and the wind soughing the needles of
the tall trees. As I strung the rod. I had known it all hundreds, probably now
thousands of times. It was ritual that required no thought. Like putting on
socks. Except this ritual put me in touch with something that felt very pure”
(58). These meditative passages provide a depth and period of reflection in
a novel that also includes intense action scenes. For Hig, these quiet times
standing in an icy stream offer a sort of religious experience. He remembers
a time when he was fishing with his wife, and he felt “my heart might just
burst. Bursting is different than breaking. Like there is no way to contain
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how beautiful. Not it either, not just beauty. Something about how I fit” (12).
This sense that the natural setting helps ground him carries throughout the
novel, offering a hint of the divine in a world devastated by disease and vio-
lence.

Part of Hig’s need to escape the airport that he and Bangley share is his
discomfort with Bangley, a “really mean gun nut” (6). While Hig acknowl-
edges that Bangley’s sharpshooting and tactical knowledge have protected
him many times, he remains unsettled by Bangley’s assumption that anyone
in their vicinity needs to be killed. Hig interprets Bangley’s approach to life
as “Never ever negotiate” (43) and “kill just about everything that moves”
(52); perhaps most concerning to Hig is his suspicion that for Bangley, kill-
ing would-be attackers was “like sport” (9). Hig also recognizes the lone-
liness inherent in Bangley’s position: “Follow Bangley’s beliefs to the end
and you get ringing solitude. Everybody out for themselves, even to dealing
death, and you come to a complete aloneness” (97). Hig is no pacifist and
readily participates in defending the airport, but he remains uneasy with
Bangley’s cavalier attitude toward shooting other humans.

In that context, Higs interactions with a nearby Mennonite commu-
nity seem to take on greater resonance. Though Bangley dismisses them as
Druids and would like to wipe them out, Hig maintains a connection to
the Mennonites and provides them with supplies. During the flu pandemic,
some people developed a contagious blood disease that left them weakened.
The Mennonites have this disease, so marauding bands have avoided their
area for fear of infection, allowing them to survive. Though they play a rela-
tively small role in the novel, the presence of this community of nonviolent
believers suggests a counterpoint to the survive-at-any-cost approach that
Bangley represents. Connecting with this gentle community has provided
an essential human connection for Hig, as he provides them fresh food and
fixes small mechanical problems. The families stay back from Hig to protect
him from their illness and show a “kind of embarrassing gratitude” when
he helps them (19). Yet he acknowledges, “Truth is I do it as much for me
as them: it kinda loosens something inside me. That nearly froze up” (19).
As he defends his interactions with the Mennonites to Bangley, Hig says,
“Who knows maybe one day we will need them. We can’t know” (22). While
Bangley contemptuously dismisses this possibility, the novel quietly rein-
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forces this idea. A poet whom Hig cites at various points is William Stafford,
a pacifist who refused to fight in WWII but rather participated in Civilian
Public Service. Through his interactions in CPS with others from the historic
peace churches, Stafford learned about Anabaptists and taught at related col-
leges. Jeff Gundy explains that Stafford “believed, in the best Anabaptist tra-
dition, that in the long term active peacemaking and concern for the whole
of creation is not just a nice, impractical idea, but the only plausible way
that human beings can survive and thrive on this planet” Hig’s admiration
for Stafford’s work, his ongoing connection with the Mennonites, and his
questioning of Bangley’s shoot-first mindset provide an important under-
current in the novel, suggesting that if humans are to do more than stay alive,
they need to learn from a peaceful community. Later in the novel, when Hig
decides he must leave the safety of the airport to find other human connec-
tion, he encounters a father and adult daughter living in a valley. Rather than
taking Bangley’s approach, he works to show them that he is no threat and
realizes how it changes the dynamic: “It was this new relationship to a person
of any gender: that I was under no obligation to kill them...Amazing how
not having to kill someone frees up a relationship generally” (166). This sub-
theme throughout the novel serves to enrich and complicate assumptions
about surviving in a postapocalyptic world.

Hig’s ironically serious comment about the relational possibilities pres-
ent if he does not kill a person points to a significant theme throughout the
novel: the centrality of human interaction and community for living a whole
life. Heller notes in an interview, “we’re blessed with being able to make these
connections on the way, in our lives. But sometimes those connections can
feel frayed, and we can feel alienated and not understood. And so I think it’s
almost just a figure for, or an analogy to just the challenge of being a human
being in some ways. It’s just the apocalyptic situation throws all that stuft
into starker relief”” These human connections, even in a world with a tiny
population and with dangerous marauding bands, become the central focus
of the novel.

As Hig looks to form relationships in various situations, the novel re-
veals both the possibilities and the dangers inherent in opening oneself to

5 Interview with Dave Davies, “Looking to the ‘Stars’ for a Reason to Live.” Fresh Air
(NPR), August 13, 2012. Transcript. EBSCOhost.
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others. Several years earlier, Hig had heard a faint radio transmission from
Grand Junction, the “voice older, kind, concerned” (36), and this voice has
remained in his mind, suggesting the possibility of another human connec-
tion. So Hig makes the decision to fly away from the safety of his airport, hop-
ing to find other people—and a location to refuel for his return. He stumbles
upon the protected valley where the father and daughter live. Though their
initial interaction is fraught with the perils and fears that this post-pandemic
world induces, as each is tempted to kill the other, Hig eventually persuades
them that he comes in peace. He is welcomed into their homestead, and the
daughter, Cima, offers him a meal. Cima and her father raise animals, so Hig
has the pleasure of eating beef and drinking milk. Yet his intense enjoyment
in the experience goes much beyond the flavorful meal: he revels in the joy,
the connection, the safety of being a guest: “To be offered cold milk. To have
your blue enameled plate filled again. By a woman. To have her walk from an
outside fire bearing your dish. To sit in the shade of a big old tree, not a metal
hangar, and eat. To hear the bleat of a sheep come through the loud rustle
of the leaves...To be a guest. To break bread” (202). Hig’s rapturous response
to what could seem a fairly ordinary experience underlines the beauty and
necessity of these human interactions, of being host and guest.

Part of Hig’s motivation to fly away and look for human contact is the
recent loss of his dog, Jasper. Along with the other griefs he has suffered, los-
ing his dog companion nearly unhinges Hig. When he visits the Mennonites
shortly after Jasper died, they ask where Jasper is. Hig tells them he has died,
and they respond, “I'm sorry Hig. We're all sorry” (139). A girl offers him a
handful of wild asters. And then, surprising himself, he weeps “uncontrol-
lably, shuddering” (139), recognizing that he was grieving not only Jasper
but all the losses. And as he weeps by himself, since the Mennonites need to
keep their distance, Hig wonders, “Was this hell? To love like this, to grieve
from fifteen feet, an uncrossable distance?” (139). Similarly, after he arrives
in the valley and meets Cima, her father initially ties him up and threat-
ens to kill him. Again, in the stress of the situation and the interaction with
other people, Hig grieves, sobbing violently, feeling both his immediate and
longer-term losses. Over some weeks, Cima and Hig get to know each other
and eventually become romantically involved. They tell each other of their
spouses, who died during the pandemic, and their emerging love reminds
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them of their individual griefs. In their new relationship, they each have
“these new reckonings of loss” (269). The novel shows that grief is individual
and lonely, yes, but it also cannot be fully embraced and worked through
without others to share the load. The power of human interaction is at least
as important for processing deep sorrow as it is for sharing the joy of a meal.

Seeking new companionship, though, is risky, as Hig has already discov-
ered in his near death at the hands of Cima’s father. Eventually, Hig, Cima,
and her father (whom Hig calls Pops) decide to leave together to return to
Bangley and the airport. With climate change, the warming temperatures
in the valley will no longer support a farm where Cima and Pops live. But
Hig needs to refuel the plane for the return flight, so he heads toward Grand
Junction and the warm voice he had heard years earlier. He makes contact
and is about to land—when he realizes it is a trap. The seemingly welcoming
voice is actually a mask for an ambush when pilots are drawn in to land. Hig
feels the “punch feeling of betrayal. All those years, thinking about that radio
call. The hope it had engendered. It drove me wild” (285). Hig lands on the
other side of the airport, and he and Pops attack and kill the older couple
who had been controlling the airport. Ironically, the voice that motivated
Hig to leave the safety of his home proves to be a false hope, but in that quest
he meets Cima, a new love in his life.

Yet the novel holds one more challenge, as Hig worries how Bangley will
respond to the two new members of their community. When he lands, Hig
observes that there is a different concern: while Hig was gone, an attack oc-
curred and Bangley is missing, either injured or dead. Surprising himself, in
his desperation to find his old partner, Hig realizes that he cares about Bang-
ley: “Never know how you feel about someone until their house is torn open”
(302). He reflects on their interactions, acknowledging that, in his own gruft
way, Bangley was “Telling me I was family. Telling me in my own way to have
a good one, to be safe, not for him, but for me” (305). They do find Bangley,
hiding and badly wounded, and so they nurse him back to health. Hig’s new
understanding about his relationship with Bangley and his new community
with Cima and Pops suggest a renewed embrace of life in this postapocalyp-
tic world. Jennifer Reese notes this surprising tone of the novel: that Hig’s life
“is not in the end depressing may be the most disturbing part of this novel.
In fact, at times, the destruction of civilization seems to have given Hig the
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chance to live more richly in the present, to feel grace more acutely, to sleep
outdoors and gaze up at the stars in this purged, rejuvenated universe. It is
frightening to face up to the apocalypse. It’s perhaps even more frightening
when we get past that and start seeing its upside” (4). Though an interesting
analysis, Reese’s comment seems to miss the pain and loss that the novel
makes clear. Hig’s embrace of living in the present comes as a response to a
terrible situation, not a desired outcome.

Indeed, a final lovely image of the novel draws together the pain of
the pandemic with the possibilities of hope. Cima had been a doctor, do-
ing research into the blood disease as the pandemic was raging. Thus, she
understands that the risk of contagion is actually much less than popularly
understood, so she goes with Hig to visit the Mennonites and treat them:
“The children reached out, clung to her skirt, one little girl, I think her name
was Lily, Lily held her leg like a bear cub hugs a tree” (315). In this wounded
community, with members sick and dying, Cima reaches out with a warm
human connection. As Hig watches, he observes, “The wonder of being
touched by a stranger. No longer untouchable” (315). Into the beauty of this
human-to-human contact, Hig also suggests a hint of the divine: “Well. They
were Mennonites. A visitation was in their ken. And I thought I was the de-
scending angel” (314). In the context of a post-pandemic world, with much
of civilization destroyed, The Dog Stars wonderfully explores the power of
human touch and suggests the possibility of divine hope.
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