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2021

		

	
		
			Foreword

			A dog’s antics can make you laugh.

			Its cuddles can melt your heart.

			Its mischief can push your buttons.

			In short, a dog is rather like a well-written story. With little warning, it can sneak up on your emotions and take you to an unexpected place.

			In this volume, The Year’s Best Dog Stories 2021, Secant Publishing of Salisbury, Maryland, and The Greyhound—An Indie Bookstore, of Berlin, Maryland, present slightly more than two dozen stories by two dozen writers, which we believe are worthy of their canine heroes and heroines. 

			These winning selections were chosen by our panel of six independent judges following an international competition in which we asked writers to illuminate some aspect of communication between dogs and humans. We particularly welcomed reflections on the painful emotions our world has shared during the time of COVID.

			Our call for entries elicited submissions from eighteen states and four countries. And the resulting (one) Gold Medal and (two) Silver Medal finalists reflect that diversity.

			Although COVID was only named explicitly in a couple of these stories, the themes of loss and loneliness occurred frequently. Many reflected the sadness that is so often engendered by the mismatch in longevity between dogs and their humans. One party or the other must move on just when the relationship is at its strongest and most meaningful. And that usually means the dog—but not always.

			Many other authors focused on the joy and diversion that dogs can bring to our lives or even recounted whimsical doings from the dog’s point of view. Since we did not restrict submissions by genre, a good sense of humor—wry with a twist—proved to be an appealing change of pace in a fraught year.

			In “Brahms,” our Gold Medal winner, award-winning travel writer Ray Chatelin from Kamloops, British Columbia, introduces us to a nearly human-sized Newfoundland puppy named—well, that’s part of the problem. It’s not clear what this uncouth canine should be called. By any name, or none, he piddles on people’s shoes and is basically uncontrollable. Is it possible all this time he is simply trying to figure out how to properly train and cultivate his people? “Made me laugh,” said one judge, speaking for the entire panel.

			Silver Medal finalist Renée Rockland of Ellicott City, Maryland, delivers emotions on the opposite end of the spectrum with her moving tale, “No Dogs Allowed.” An already-grieving owner smuggles the old, frail rescue dog who actually rescued her onto a restricted area of beach for one last therapeutic visit to the ocean they both love. As one of our judges said: “Poignant but not syrupy.”

			Our second Silver Medal finalist, Benjamin Fine of Stamford, Connecticut, shares a mordant reflection on the exorbitant cost of health care procedures in the late stage of life—for dogs. As he writes one staggering check after another, the concerned owner knows how absurd he is becoming. But he can’t stop himself. In the words of his wiser and more-dispassionate kids: “If It Was You, Dad, We Would Have Put You to Sleep.”

			Read on for twenty-three more well-turned stories. Some will make you smile, some will make you tear up, some just may catch your breath or give you a shiver. And the book’s coda, a whimsical poem called “Rapid Paws,” will send you on your way with a chuckle.

			Special thanks to our dedicated judges, all of whom have a current or historic connection to the Eastern Shore of Maryland, where Secant Publishing and The Greyhound are both to be found. Please turn to the rear pages to see their names and bios, and consider checking out their books and websites, too. All are accomplished writers, editors, or teachers in their own right. 

			And now, please turn to our first offering, “Before I Go.” It’s a good one. You will want to stay on for another. And another.

			Ron Sauder

			Secant Publishing

		

	
		
			Before I Go  
Lisa Romano Licht

			Even though I can’t see you, I know you’re out there. This place seems to collect cold in those strange ceiling tiles with a million tiny holes. I’m on my side, but I watch people coming in and out, their white jacket bottoms flapping, their shoes echoing on the linoleum. Sometimes I hurt a lot inside. I guess that’s why I’m here again. The last time the door opened into the waiting room, I thought I saw your black pant leg and shoe. I miss you.

			There’s something yellow and round and spongy on the counter under the window. I wish I could reach it. When I was little, you would take me to the park to play. I was so excited, surrounded by feet in motion, running and biking. I wanted to run ahead, but you never let me. You kept me away from the cars whizzing by.

			I loved those bouncy rubber balls the best; I’d jump so high to pluck them from the air. You called me your “little catcher.” The sky was a baby-blue blanket dotted with cotton tufts, the cider-scent of smashed apples and burnt leaves mingled deliciously all around. I was happy.

			The lady with the soft hands is here with me; her voice is like music. She’s holding something strong that makes me squeeze my eyes closed. I’m trying to pull away from the smell, but she’s singing and rubbing it on my leg. I’m crying and shaking.

			That smell reminds me of the Benson guy next door, with his work boots that reeked of gasoline. He never liked me. I tried to be friendly, but when I would see his bushy beard and hear his growling voice, I had to bark.

			He waited for any chance to be mean to me, even if I just crossed onto his side of the hedge. I only wanted to get my ball back; I don’t like strangers touching it. Then one day, you caught him clomping through the grass, chasing me through our yard. He stopped when he saw you. I heard you yelling, so I ran and hid behind the house. That was a great day.

			What’s all the noise now? Dogs barking, someone calling out, the squeaking of doors. Strange voices and snippets of songs playing—sounds float unharnessed, but I’m curious as to where they start. How can I get any rest?

			Even though I’m cold, I’m glad it’s winter. Framed in the window across the room, I see the finest fabric of snowflakes sweeping through the air. At home, the snow always melts on my nose, and my feet start to go numb with cold. Eventually, you coax me inside to a blast of warmth blowing into my eyes and give me my favorite bone. We sit close together, think without noise and defrost by the flickering heat of the fireplace. The pine-scented logs are my favorite. 

			Here you are, finally, I catch your scent. I’m so happy to see you, but I can’t tell you the way I usually do; I tell with my eyes, and you tell me with yours. I think you know how much I love you. I feel bone-tired, like I’ve run for miles and miles. You’re holding me, stroking me with gentle hands. I’m calm now.

			The lady with the singing voice is with you. Just a little pinch…I remember from last time, it will help the hurt go away. Don’t cry, it’s OK. See, I’m not crying anymore. I’m not afraid. Just hold me like you are. I’ve had a good life, thanks to you. Now I’m off my leash forever, wagging my tail and running free into the sun.

		

	
		
			Black Dog Alley  
Susan Yaruta-Young

			In the Ford cab (Fords have always been the make of choice in this family), I sit beside Uncle Tuck, riding on the high seat with my legs dangling. Rolled-down windows let in sweet air and help cool us during this high-humidity, Eastern Shore day. Behind us, in the wide, rusty bed, empty tomato baskets bump, wiggle, and roll depending upon how hard the dirt road is or how deep the potholes are. A gum wrapper flutters, stuck to the dash, and a handle-less coffee mug rolls on the floor between my feet. I look over at my uncle and feel warm inside watching him make driving look easy. His left arm stretches out the window as he cups at air blowing by his hand. His blue eyes sparkle bright like flashing warning lights beneath his wiry, white-and-black eyebrows.

			“Goin’ down this road with your Uncle Lew once, when I was just a mite, I pushed myself as far in the seat as I could. My skinny legs stuck out like long matchsticks, an’ I felt like my feet were hangin’ a mile above the floorboards.” 

			“Why?”

			“Oh, Cu, I was sittin’ low so I could see where sprays of starlight went tippin’ over those pine woods. It’s a sight. But on this night, with Uncle Lew, I saw more than stars.”

			And Uncle Tuck’s story begins: 

			All of a sudden that ol’ truck Pawpaw lent to Lew, well, all of a sudden that old Ford she commence to sputter-sputter-spurt, going slower, slower, slow until she stopped. And there we were out of gas between Bethlehem an’ Easton where fields are wide an’ crazy when moon shines like day. It was nearly ten on an early October night with enough wind to make brittle leaves skip away free an’ go slip, slip, slip across the sandy road, an’ field corn canes an’ husks rustle like I imagine skeletons might. You know, how an old Bible story tells it, the tale of bones risin’ up and walkin’? This corn crop never walked, but their shadows fell across the hood, even darkened the truck’s front window.

			“Out of gas, wouldn’t you know,” your Uncle Lew said. “An’ Mom is going to skin me alive anyways for bringing you home late as it is.” He switched off the motor, an’ the truck got eerie with only the moon as light. He put both hands on the steering wheel, yawned, an’ stretched out his long body like a sleepy cat will. “So, who’s it gonna be?” he finally said.

			I leaped in my seat. “What?”

			“Who’s gonna get us gas? I think we’re about a mile from the nearest house.”  

			I felt hair on my head an’ downy little ones on the back of my neck stand straight up. I swatted to slap it down again. I didn’t want to look like a sissy kid. “Why can’t we both go? We can take turns carryin’ back the can of gas.”

			“Ho! Gas can won’t be that heavy! What? You scared? Boy, big as you are, nearly double digits old? You scared of a little walkin’ in the moonlight?” He asked all of this with a smile on his face. Then in a more comfortin’ tone, “Listen, Tuck, born like you were on a Halloween night, I think I should be scared of you, an’ too, any bad ones who’d meet up with you should be scared.” He patted the top hairs on my head. 

			“I ain’t scared,” I said, straightenin’ my back. “I just think we both should go . . . you know, to make it be brotherly, company for each other, don’t you?”

			“Well.” 

			I saw orange sparks as he lit a match for his cigarette, smelled the whiff of smoke as flame met paper an’ tobacco, felt his breath blow out the match an’ heard him take a long drag. He held smoke like air stays in a balloon. I knew there were other men who’d tried to do this trick an’ turned blue from the effort. Finally, I heard Lew ease out the air. I imagined it sounded like a whistle, “Wheeeeew.”

			“Well, one of us has gotta stay with this load of hay ’cause if someone comes down with a mind to steal a bale or two, there ain’t gonna be anyone here to stop them. Ain’t gonna be anyone to say ‘Boo!’ An’ what would Dad say if we came home short on bales of hay?”

			“He wouldn’t, but his strap would, I guess.”

			“Hmm, might. So, the way I see it,” your Uncle Lew said, “is this: I’ll go get the gas, ’cause I can carry a five-gallon can back faster than you. You sit and mind this truck of hay. If anyone comes an’ means to steal some, you just scrunch down low ’til they get real close, then lay your hand on the horn. See? It will be like this ol’ truck done come alive with a voice all of its own.”

			“OK,” I managed not to squeak, but already sweat was on my face jumpin’ like popcorn does when poured in a hot greased pan.

			“Good man,” said Lew.

			He was out of the truck with a swing an’ a jump. “An’ Tuck,” he said, lookin’ back in the window, that big grin of his fillin’ his face, “I’ll hurry.” Then he was gone.

			There I sat in Paw-Paw’s old truck outside of Bethlehem hopin’ all I’d see would be moonlight, stars an’ maybe the Magi. I put my sweaty hands together an’ prayed nobody would stop. I tried to be brave about it, an’ as time began slippin’ by, I got used to the sound corn husks make dancin’. I was beginnin’ to ease into this night of nights when I got it into my head JUST exactly what road we was on. The back road between Easton an’ Bethlehem, a shortcut home was . . . Oh, mercy me, Black Dog Alley! My sweat began flowin’ again as the night sounds seemed to grow louder, louder until they roared in my ears. Black Dog Alley, where the headless dog went wanderin’, howlin’ when the moon was full like it was this October night an’ where, legend has it, the black dog would turn folks into stone if they happened to look on him.

			Cu, I got down on the floor of Paw-Paw’s old truck. I would have gotten under the seat had it been higher. I saw your Uncle Lew’s extra clothes: shirt, sweater, an’ long trench coat, an’ I pulled them all over my head. Weee-o, it was hot an’ what Lew had worn smelled strong of good work sweat, mixed with stale Old Spice aftershave he liked to slap on. But at least now I wouldn’t be able to see if the headless dog was peerin’ in at me.

			Then, even with worry an’ those layers makin’ me feel hot, I got sleepy. I did, indeedy I did. I was some tired-out pup. I got sleepy an’ began to sleep, I guess, really sleep, because the next thing I knew, I was hearin’ the sounds of a motor comin’ closer, closer until it was next to Paw-Paw’s truck. Then I heard men talkin’ over the sound of motor noise. Two men. Neither voice was your Uncle Lew’s. Then I heard a door squeak open, followed by two sets of work boots walkin’ in sand. I heard breathin’ an’ I knew two people were lookin’ at Paw-Paw’s truck bed. 

			Well, it felt like my heart was hoppin’ in my chest like old hop toads do under our bright outside light at home. My heart was hoppin’ so hard I feared I might bruise a rib . . . when next I heard:

			“Knock, knock,” said a growly voice, “anyone at home?”

			“No one in there?”

			“Don’t look like it.”

			 “Ah, Pete,” came the other man’s voice again, “it’s full of hay. Now, what sweet luck is this? I’m needin’ some hay.”

			“Me too,” grunted the voice near the window. 

			I heard the close-up sound of footsteps crunchin’ that sandy road as the men moved towards the bed of Paw-Paw’s truck. Next sound I heard was the rusty hitch being unlocked an’ lowered. An’ just when I knew these would-be robbers had ten fingers each touchin’ our hard-raised, mowed, raked, an’ bundled hay, an’ there I was too scared to move, my sweaty body frozen . . . but just then, I heard it.

			I heard what sounded like a scream. Like something gone wild. Something devil crazy let free of that bad place where evil ones are said to go. Or, maybe, it was like a giant wild wolf howlin’ at a full moon. But instead of stayin’ a howl, this howl turned into shrieks. I knew, as sure as I knew overripe field tomatoes stink when they rot, it must be the headless dog.

			“Holy hell!”

			“Ghost dog!”

			“Let’s git!”

			An’ those thief-wishin’ men were gone. I heard them tearin’ their truck gears . . . a sound like someone rippin’ bed sheets in shreds to make ghost costumes, only a hundred times louder.

			Now, it was only me alone in the truck about to meet the headless ghost dog. An’ I heard his paws scuffin’ ––rock-rollin’ scuffin’ sounds—on the dirt road as he came nearer an’ nearer.

			Ideas were whirlin’ inside my head. They were just a-whirlin’ ’round like one of those loblolly pines do in hurricane winds. An’ just when I felt like it was goin’ to be my end time, an’ there I was a-whisperin’ one “Our Father” into another without any breaths in between for an “Amen,” I heard . . .

			Uncle Tuck paused to smack a mosquito sitting on his arm an’ taking a long drink. Blood spattered. He brushed the mess away with the side of his hand and winked at me. “Gottem!” Then he continued the story.

			Well, just when I had nearly said what Catholics call a rosary, but me only usin’ prayers to the Father, I heard your Uncle Lew laughin’ that chain-saw laugh of his. 

			“See ’em run? Heeheeheeheeheeheeheeheeee!” The whole of Paw-Paw’s truck shook when Uncle Lew leaned against it laughin’. “Tuck? Hey Tuck, you in there?” he said, lookin’ in through the window.

			I came up for air with his clothes tumblin’ off me like waters over Niagara Falls. 

			“What? You hidin’? Well, you missed all the fun, right sure!”An’ he was off heeheeheeheein’ all over again. Every time he thought of those men, he started laughin’ again. He couldn’t even empty the gas can for ten whole minutes he was laughin’ so hard.

			Later, drivin’ home, your Uncle Lew kept stoppin’ the truck when giggles kept shakin’ through him. Over an’ over, he repeated his Academy Award performance howl that had sent those two would-be robbers runnin’.

			Well, it was a long time before I went ridin’ at night with your Uncle Lew again. Let’s say I wasn’t ready for any encore show. Now, years have gone by since I was a boy but still, even now, every time when I go drivin’ down Black Dog Alley, I think of that night when two men thought an ol’ headless dog done had them.

			Uncle Tuck slows the Ford to 25 miles an hour and eases into the town of Bethlehem. I have both of my hands up to my face, and I’m peering through my fingers as if they were window blinds, not sure I want to see the road where a headless dog may prowl and howl when the moon is full, even though it was midafternoon when Uncle Tuck told me this story. 

		

	
		
			Blackie  
R. C. Davis

			I am constantly reminded of that cold night late in October of 1969. I was twelve years old, and we lived just outside a small Iowa town. I sat in a mound of straw in the horse’s stable, playing with my puppy. We called her Blackie. She and her three sisters had been born just nine weeks prior to our little border collie, Lee. Because Lee wasn’t allowed in the house, she had to be chained. I argued but to no avail. Since she was left outside, she was courted by every available male from the surrounding farms and acreages. Not one of the puppies looked anything like the other. My two sisters and I didn’t care. Puppies were puppies, and that’s why we loved them. 

			My father let us know that we couldn’t feed them all. They would have to go. He gave us thirty days to find them new homes. We never thought to ask, “…or what?” 

			Now it was just Blackie and Lee. I asked to keep the puppy. “No, one of them has to go.” So, an ultimatum—Lee or Blackie. I loved Lee, but I loved Blackie more. So, I ignored my father. When he insisted, I stubbornly fought. He backed off. But not for long.

			I recall the overhead light coming on and my father poking his head in the open door.

			“Want to go with me into town?” 

			“Heck yeah,” I said.

			“You can bring the pup if you want.”

			I was ecstatic. Going for a ride with Blackie was the best thing ever. We climbed into our 1957 Chevy wagon and took off. My father drove straight into our little village and right out the other side.

			“Where we going, now?” I asked.

			“Got to burn the cobs out of this old car. Been awhile.”

			We raced east on the old blacktop, and soon we were on gravel. Blackie sat on my lap, watching out the window, occasionally licking my face. The radio played, and the gravel crunched. My father and I didn’t talk. I had no more questions. Burning the cobs out of an old car had to be done, and that could take place on just about any kind of road. I wasn’t concerned. It wasn’t until we got down into a wooded area and my father slowed the old Chevy that I started to wonder why we were out in the middle of nowhere.
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