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Becoming Human
BY RIVER KOZHAR

 I had a dream that I was caught in a herd of large antlered animals, and then—
appearing suddenly in the middle of them—I saw a man holding antlers. Are you like me?  
I wondered, and I woke to the sweet ache of longing, the unsteady churning of loss, and the 
fading touch of my otherness.
 Something you might not realize about feral children is that they have to be a certain 
age when the experience happens to make them feral. One to !ve, perhaps, or three to seven. 
Twelve to twenty-two is too old.
 If an older child spends a disproportionate amount of time with animals to humans, 
then they become like me. Someone who passably looks and acts human, someone who has 
normal cognitive and linguistic capacities, but someone who is, on the level of identity and 
culture, fundamentally di"erent.
 I was eight when my abusive father ceased to be a father to me. I was eleven when 
I gave up hope for my cold, passive mother. I was twelve when I began to raise myself in 
earnest. And I was twelve when my cats changed from being small, overpowered beings I had 
an a#nity with, to my real family, my real sisters, the loves of my life in a world crashing to 
ruin around me, dust and rubble thrown about in a maelstrom of darkness.
 For the most part, all of this—like so much related to our personal lives—went 
unnoticed at school. I went out, partook in the human world, and returned to a family of cats. 
But I changed.
 “Why do you always do that?” someone asked me at recess in grade eight after a 
pause in our conversation. “With your mouth?”
 I had made a gesture I often did, running my tongue along the back of my teeth and 
just outside of my mouth—not quite licking my lips—and opening my mouth slightly to 
make an audible noise.
 I hadn’t noticed until they asked, but then I realized: it was a cat’s gesture, one that 
cats often make in a moment of silence.
 In my still-isolated !rst year of university, I went to a physiotherapist in Toronto for a 
shoulder injury, and we ended up discussing problems with my upper back and neck.
 “Are you sleeping on them strangely?” the man asked.
 “No,” I answered immediately, assuming they were just the problems of any student, 
but then I began to think.
 Yes, I realized. I had been sleeping strangely, for a human. My neck angled to one side, 
chin lifted up to the sky in a normal cat head position.
 I stopped sleeping that way, just as I had stopped the gesture with my mouth, and 
my neck problems improved drastically, but I felt a pang of loss at these changes, the same 
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sadness I felt at being unable to purr or growl around humans. Hiding something that was so 
much a part of me, of my culture, and of my family, was like ceasing to wear the traditional 
dress of my people because other people kept misinterpreting it. For the things I had to 
stop entirely, like grooming with my tongue, travelling on all fours and sleeping in catlike 
positions, it was an unpleasant reminder that despite what I felt about myself and my identity, 
my body was human rather than feline.
 $e deaths of my sisters brought home that message.

$e second of my two sisters died last summer at the ripe old age of seventeen and 
a half, while I, at twenty-six, was still young. We had been children together, and if anything 
they had been the older ones, and yet there I was, outliving my siblings like an elf raised by 
humans, or some demi-god facing the bittersweet reality of their immortality. I had lived a 
full life and had watched my sisters age and die. I should have died too.

I did not.
 Are you like me? I had wondered of that antlered man. Do you understand what it is 
to lose your people? To be alone in a world surrounded by a species that isn’t yours? For that 
species to not even recognize yours as persons?

I frequented the Toronto Zoo as a child. Many of the exhibits looked delightful to 
me, but even when I was young, the cougar exhibit always bothered me. It was tiny, cramped, 
and nearly bare. It was too small for me. It must be too small for them.
 $e last time I went, as an adult, I avoided that part of the zoo. $ere were too many 
truths there that I didn’t want to face.

$at the cougars might look at me, and see a human.
 $at the only reason that those cougars were locked up and not me is because I look 
human.
 $at I’m free and my people aren’t, and that I can’t save them.
 I remember seeing a video of the feral child Oxana Malaya, raised by dogs in 
Ukraine. $e !rst footage was of her walking around on four legs, her back hunched and 
deformed from the posture, her eyes glassy in a way that mine had never been. $en, I saw her 
helping horses years later, standing like a human. Standing like me.
 I grew up feeling deformed in my human body. I remember practicing running on 
four legs in my family’s backyard and how di#cult it was, how my legs were too long or my 
arms too short or both. I felt tall and gangly, my hands the only bene!t of my strange body 
for those moments when I might use them to help my sisters.
 I thought of how I’d never liked humans. $ey hurt me as my people never hurt me. 
$ey didn’t understand my language. $ey were mean and loud, liars and deceivers, people 
who cared about super!cial things, people who only listened to what was spoken aloud.
 And I looked at a girl who might understand those things. I looked at a girl who 
might understand loss and isolation, might understand what it feels like to be told your 
people are stupid, who might understand the process of becoming human, even if her mind 
would never fully make that transition. What, I wondered most, did Oxana Malaya now feel 
about her real family: about dogs, and the individuals who had raised her? What did she 
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think of humans?
 I became an academic anthropologist. In the context of this narrative, this might 
seem a logical step, but at the time, I made no connection between seeing my real family as 
composed of two cats and my interest in di"erent cultures.
 In grad school, I met the !rst humans that I could relate to. Apart from one young 
man who spoke dog, they had been raised entirely human, but they asked questions and 
could comprehend that things were di"erent for di"erent people and di"erent cultures. 
Cat whisperer I was called, for my ability to befriend frightened or seemingly unfriendly 
cats, but beyond that I was no longer obviously di"erent, and my legacy was hidden. As the 
years passed, anthropology gave me the words to describe myself and my beliefs as I pieced 
together my childhood, but as it did, I was changing.
 Although I had adopted feline children and was raising a new generation of my 
family, and although I held my lost feline sisters closer to my heart than anyone, year by year I 
was becoming more human. And while this went hand in hand with more social interaction, 
and while it was, perhaps, necessary, it made my past, my family, and my kindred burn all the 
more !ercely inside of me. I would never forget my family. I would never forget that cats were 
my kindred and my people. I would never forget that once upon a time, I had bridged the 
boundary between human and cat, and that that was a good thing, because I had learned of 
love, family, and belonging in a shattered world of abuse and fear that could never have taught 
them to me.
 Now though, I began to understand humans, began to see a road that would someday 
lead me among them as the same and unremarkable. I walked down that road on two feet, 
and day by day the feeling that walking on two feet made me too tall and was the mark of a 
deformity vanished.

Perhaps this is how a feral child feels early in their transformation. What was strange, 
what was di"erent, fades until it is you. Until you have become the very thing you have always 
placed yourself in opposition to. Animal. Or human.

Are you like me? I had wondered of that antlered man, because maybe that was the 
goal of my life all along, is the goal of anyone’s life—to !nd those who are like us.

Had that man understood what it was to watch your family grow old and die, 
while you linger on, the last of your generation? To hate humans, even as you !nd yourself 
beginning to hope for them? To !nd yourself, despite the family you cherish and the air of 
a homeland you will always breathe in deeply like the !rst clear scents of spring, becoming 
human? 

I woke before I could ask.


