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For Corky II & Tycho: your muddy paws, shedding, and

doggie breath… I could not live without them.

For Beanie, Pepper, Max, Corky I, Sparky & Barney: rest

now, gentle friends.
We are two travellers, Roger and I.

Roger’s my dog – come here, you scamp!

Jump for the gentleman – mind your eye!

Over the table,– look out for the lamp!

The rogue is growing a little old;

Five years we’ve tramped through wind and weather,

And slept out-doors when nights were cold,

And ate and drank and starved together.

– John T. Trowbridge, The Vagabonds
I. A Dark Journey

So where have we come to now, Antigone, my child,

this blind old man and you–

what people and what town?

And who today will dole out charity

to Oedipus the vagabond?

· Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus

There was a stranger in the alleyway.

The mongrel sampled the air. The scent was faint like a whisper, but still

discernable through the light rain – familiar, yet foreign. It was another dog,

but the mongrel did not know him.

A German shepherd perhaps? One with plenty to eat at home – an animal

with no need to eat from the trash. Or maybe he was a Scottish terrier, a

beloved clown prince from a doting human family, clever enough to free

himself from the safe confines of his backyard. He could even be a stray

mongrel, much like himself, but having a much better go of life on the

streets. In the end though, the stranger’s breeding really didn’t matter.

Whoever he was, he was competition – and a trespasser.

The mongrel had claimed this alley days ago, claimed it with a squirt of

urine on every lamppost, his signature on every tree.

Keep away, the mongrel bemoaned. Stay back. The sound of tires

contacting the wet roadway fizzled over the mongrel’s warning. He had been

coming to these same trashcans for over a week. He wasn’t about to forfeit

his right to them now.

Ker-click-click! The mongrel recoiled. The sound of their umbrellas

deploying startled him. Several children raced by him, their rubber shoes

scuffing along the sidewalk. Trembling, he cowered behind a stack of

discarded boxes until their footsteps faded in the distance. The rain drummed

scornfully on his back.

It seemed as though it had been raining forever.

The Jack Russell terrier carelessly ripped through the thin trash bag.

Meringue leaked from a gaping hole and oozed its way onto the street. He

lapped it up with delight, already anticipating his next mouthful. It was sweet
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on his tongue and rolled easily down his throat.

Oh, that raccoon! God bless his fat, old heart! He remembered watching

that fat, old raccoon, keeping his distance – raccoons can be very nasty

creatures – watching him work his magic on those trashcans. Standing up on

his hind legs, using his fore paws to totter the trashcan, to knock it over. The

lid came off – exploded off, really – and all that wonderful food came out.

The Jack watched him do it a half-dozen times that night, just to be sure.

The white fur of his muzzle already stained with marinara sauce, the Jack

added a considerable amount of meringue to his nose. He was so delighted

with himself, he howled. He wouldn’t have to eat for a whole week. The Jack

moved without hesitation from the meringue to a half-eaten tin of lasagna.

Gulping, snorting, he paused only long enough to breathe.

The Jack was a short, athletic dog whose usually white fur had a brownish

tinge from a lack of proper grooming. He had a patch of brown fur over his

right ear that extended well below his right eye, and a short cotton swab for

a tail. He wore a simple nylon collar that proudly displayed his expired

license.

He finished up the remainder of the lasagna and then busied himself with

another trash bag.

In the distance, the mongrel waited. The coupling of his parents had

produced a quite large dog and his thick brown coat hinted at collie

somewhere in his bloodline. But his fur was knotted, even missing in patches,

reminders of his bout with mange and a difficult initiation into stray life.

A long time ago, he had been named Buddy. When he was Buddy, he had

patrolled a fair-sized yard and kept it free of squirrels and cats and mice and

burglars and any other thing the master cared not to have around. The master

said Buddy had a good sniffer. He’d use his sniffer to blow away the top

layer of leaves and catch a field mouse in a conspiratorial pose. His sniffer

was also useful to follow the trail of the neighbor’s cat who’d climbed up the

master’s apple tree again, or to seek out a jerky treat the master had always

kept in the pocket of his field coat. Buddy had a good sniffer.

This rainy October afternoon, as the soggy, fallen leaves squished

between the pads of his paws, his sniffer proved its worth once more. It told

him there was a scoundrel in his midst – a Jack Russell terrier to be exact.

The notion raised Buddy’s hackles. He growled – a hoarse, strangled

growl. This stranger was not welcome; this stranger was uninvited.

Buddy stumbled closer.
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The Jack succeeded in opening another bag. A thousand exotic smells

emerged from the trash bag and bombarded his nose like a swarm of honey

bees: partially eaten pizza crusts; refried beans; sweet and sour chicken; even

pierogies, a potato-filled ravioli which was a staple in this region of the state.

For a stray dog, it was like virtually winning the lottery to stumble upon such

a treasure of discarded goodies. His tail beat at the air.

Buddy used the cover of the fragrant trash as a stealth to get within inches of

the dog. As the stranger gorged himself, Buddy instinctively located the

terrier’s hind quarters and conducted an inquiry. His sniffer told him the

stranger was a youthful, confident male who was free of illness and new to

these parts. He had not smelled his markings anywhere near the alleyway

prior to that day.

Buddy knew he had his work cut out for him. He took the offensive. He

found the stranger’s tail and bit him. A shrill cry reported to Buddy that he

had scored a direct hit.

The Jack’s tail throbbed. He pulled his ass down, abandoned the trash and

sought neutral ground some fifty feet away. Once he felt he was far enough

from the danger at hand, he faced his attacker. His gaze fell upon a large,

monstrous dog, frantically sniffing the mild breeze for any sign of the Jack.

A sharp, steady pain in the Jack’s tail testified to the might of the mongrel’s

jaws.

The mongrel cast a tremendous shadow. What a horrid sight! The Jack

had never seen anything like him. The mongrel’s one ear was gnarled and

hung limply from the side of his head, and the tip of his tail was also missing.

He looked like a ragged, though strangely magnificent, monster. A giant

canine warrior, scarred by many battles, he easily towered over the

diminutive Jack. But there was something not right about this animal. Its eyes

– it had none.

It could not see him.

The Jack was right. Buddy was blind. Two dark holes marked his face like

empty graves where there once had been eyes – keen, inquisitive eyes – eyes

which in his puppyhood could have traced the flight of a hawk as it skirted

the peak of some far off mountaintop.

Now there was nothing – no partial vision, no murky sight, no clouded,

dead eyes that seem to stare off at nothing in particular. No light penetrated

his world. Even the sun, when it made an appearance, failed to warm him. If

the eyes were truly the windows to the soul, Buddy’s empty sockets were the
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portals to a ghost ship. He was hollow – a spent cocoon.

Almost.

Buddy was still in there somewhere – the old Buddy – haunting the

corridors of memory in a land of endless night. In those dark passages of his

mind, the mongrel roamed, pawing blindly for what he had lost: a home; his

sight; a life.

The Jack stalked toward the mongrel whose ears pricked at the return of the

smaller dog’s scent. Again, the larger dog’s hair raised on its back,

exaggerating its enormity even more. But the Jack was no longer fooled. He

can’t see me, the Jack reassured himself.

The mongrel’s tail was plastered between its legs. His show of aggression

was a facade. He was hiding a secret from the Jack’s inquiring nose. He was

concealing his fear and weakened condition from him.

Suddenly frightened and fearful that his size alone may not scare away this

invader, Buddy began haphazardly biting at the air in a desperate effort to put

another bite on the stranger. Keep away, he warned. Stay back.

But the Jack was too quick. He took full advantage of the mongrel’s

handicap and stayed behind the larger dog, moving when he did. It was

working! The larger dog was confused. He kept turning in the direction of the

Jack’s scent – too late to catch the wily Jack. Every once and a while, the

Jack would nip at Buddy’s tail for good measure. You can’t see me, he

barked.

The Jack had discovered a new game! Playfully, he nipped under the

mongrel’s chin.

Buddy again turned too late and stumbled. He was slow to realize what was

happening. The smaller dog wasn’t attacking at all: he was playing. Surely,

this dog was fresh from his mother’s teat, no more than a pup, and most

certainly at the height of his playing days. Buddy relaxed his tail and his

good ear perked.

He was playing! Buddy remembered those days, not so long ago, playing

in his master’s backyard with the other dog, the one his master called Angus.

He barked at the Jack as if to say, I get it now! We’re playing!

He found the Jack’s muzzle and placed a friendly nip of his own under the

terrier’s chin. He felt some of the old Buddy returning. Playing! My God,

after all this time! Oh, how he loved to grab on to the end of a stick, Angus

hanging on to the other side, pulling, tugging, growling, a rollicking game of

tug o’ war. Oh, those warm, sunny afternoons, lying on his back in the soft
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grass… staring up at the fuzzy, white cloud wisps rolling lazily overhead.

Buddy remembered the unusual shapes the clouds would form as they

scooted along the sky. He loved watching the clouds. Why, he was playing

in the backyard on the day the strange man came – Buddy shivered. He didn’t

like to think about that day.

Suddenly, he stopped playing with the Jack and stood motionless in the

alleyway, his muzzle tilted off at nothing in the distance. That was the last

day he ever saw Angus and his master and the fuzzy, white clouds. That was

the last day he ever saw anything.

The terrier was curious about Buddy’s sudden lack of play. He sniffed at

the mongrel’s mouth.

Buddy dismissed him with a snarl. He didn’t want to play anymore. He

didn’t want to do anything.

But the Jack didn’t understand. This new game, this new friend, was so much

fun. He placed another light nip under the mongrel’s chin. The mongrel

responded by biting the Jack much harder on the nose.

The Jack retreated. He’d gotten the message. The game was finished. The

big dog didn’t want to play anymore.

Dejected, he padded off. But before leaving, he looked back at the

mongrel and sighed. Darkness shrouded the mongrel. It was black and

opaque, and it lay over him like a funeral pall.

There was darkness inside the mongrel, too. The Jack’s young heart ached

as he watched the mongrel hover greedily over the scattered rubbish,

protecting it from an invisible enemy.

But for all the mongrel’s wretchedness, there was an air of nobility about

him. He had been something once, the Jack was sure. There were secrets

beyond his woeful appearance, past that face devoid of eyes. There was

muscle beneath that ailing coat, and power hiding inside those chiseled

canines.

But there was something else lurking too: a specter, a scent. The mongrel

smelled of death.

The Jack shuddered. He suddenly felt the miserable dampness in his

bones as if it had just found an opening in his skin and had all come rushing

in at once. He yearned for a warm, dry bed, somewhere to shake off the

mongrel’s contagious moroseness. Heavyhearted, the Jack withdrew for such

a place.

After the stranger’s scent could no longer be detected from the host of other

smells swirling about the alleyway, Buddy returned to the business at hand:
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securing another meal from the trash. Why, for a minute there, he’d lost his

head. Playing? That was for dogs with masters and fenced yards, and kibble

that makes its own gravy. Stray dogs weren’t allowed to play, especially a

blind one who displeased his master so much, he called a strange man to

come and take him away and pull his eyes from his head. Playing? Ha! That

terrier will see. He won’t last very long if he continues to play with every

stray dog he meets.

At least the strange Jack had done him the courtesy of ripping the bags

open. As he nosed through the garbage, tin cans rattling, plastic trash bag

crinkling, the sound of his teeth chomping, Buddy failed to notice he was not

alone once more.

Yellow eyes burned through the shadows – eyes that knew no master –

wild eyes. It wasn’t the friendly Jack, there were far too many. Buddy was

too taken with feeding himself to hear them.

One by one, they materialized from the angular shadows. By the time

their intrinsic scent reached his nose, it was already too late.
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II. Cave Canem

Sir William De Tracy.-(I) Haunts Woolacombe Sands and Braunton

Burrows, spinning ropes of sand. When nearly complete, a black dog

appears with a ball of fire in his mouth and breaks the cord, so that

the penance (for the murder of St Thomas Becket) is recommenced. (2)

Many years ago a ferryman of Appledore heard someone hailing from

Braunton and rowed across. There was only a black dog there, which

jumped into the boat. The man rowed back, but as he neared

Appledore the dog swamped the boat, swam ashore, and vanished

over Northam Burrows.

– Theo Brown, from ‘The Black Dog in Devon,’

Transactions of the Devonshire Association, Vol. 91, 1959

The ferals surrounded Buddy.

The pack, mostly made up of what the locals called “bush dogs,”

inasmuch as they lived in the nearby woods, had been making their fair share

of news lately. Despite the efforts of local law enforcement and animal

control, the dogs were causing quite a stir on the east side of town.

Overturning trashcans, terrorizing children at the bus stop, not to mention

barking and howling at all hours of the night, the ferals were a complete and

utter menace.

Their presence was felt all the way from West Broadway Street where

Old Lady Haversham’s toy poodle was attacked and left for dead in her own

yard, to Railroad Avenue and Chestnut Street where the dogs put the bite on

a third grader waiting for the school bus.

To the residents of this community, they were the canine equivalent of

Hell’s Angels.

The alpha male, a muscular Rottweiller and Bull Mastiff mix, which isn’t

a friendly mix at all, stepped forward. He was an athletic dog whose lustrous

coat resembled a velvet robe fit for the monarch of some netherworld

kingdom. His dark eyes masked any sign of compassion or fear. Buddy could

see none of this, of course. But what his eyes couldn’t tell him, his nose

certainly could.

There were many of them, more than he could count. Their coats smelled

of rain and dander and wild places – and blood. Not their own blood, though.
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It was old, encrusted blood – blood of smaller animals – blood stinking with

fear; the blood of animals who were killed and knew very well they would be

killed.

Buddy felt their fetid, hot breath on his muzzle. Their growling drifted on

the dampness like a sinister, deadly song. His hind legs trembled.

The Alpha attacked. The aggression was so swift it easily knocked him

to the ground. Buddy was disoriented. He snapped his powerful jaws at the

air around him in an effort to ward off the attack.

But the Alpha was a seasoned fighter. Cunning and savage, he was too

experienced in the ways of combat to fall victim to a blind dog’s random

bites. The Alpha placed a second, more savage attack on his bad ear. A

kaleidoscope of pain exploded inside Buddy’s head and he cried out in

agony.

Some blocks away, that shrill cry reached the Jack’s alert ears. He recognized

it and started running. It’s the blind dog! He’s in trouble!

The Alpha pinned Buddy to the ground, ripping chunks of his diseased hair

from his torso. Other dogs had joined the frenzy, stealing nips in his

defenseless posture.

The torment was too much for Buddy, who had already endured having

his eyes plucked from his head. He cried out one last time, a plea for mercy.

But that was too much to ask.

He was about to die, and he’d made peace with it. There was nothing

more to it. He merely lay on his side and awaited death. He remembered his

master and Angus, and the fuzzy white clouds floating overhead. A

nonsensical song played in his brain:

Oh, I was a dog named Buddy

strong and brave and wise.

Until the day

the strange man came

and took away my eyes.

The white clouds spun wildly in his mind. They came together, fused, then

separated once more. They swelled with darkness; then rained blood. He

clawed at the ground, anchoring himself against the storm.

But instead of more pain, relief washed over him. His heavy breathing,

bordering on choking, echoed in his ears. The attack had ceased. Above his

labored panting, Buddy heard the growling of a stranger.
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The Jack found Buddy lying on his side as if dead. His great, pink tongue

stretched out over his teeth and spilled onto the ground. Only his tremendous

chest rising and falling like a tired, old machine gave the Jack an indication

he was still alive. Surrounding the fallen dog was a dangerous looking pack

of feral creatures – creatures with burning, yellow eyes – eyes that have seen

no kindness. Their implacable stares showed the Jack no sign they were

capable of offering it, either.

The Jack stared back at them, though uneasily. He was quite overmatched,

and he didn’t expect much help from the blind dog, who looked as though he

might die at any moment.

The Jack was a young dog and quite inexperienced in the ways of

fighting. He’d been in a few scrapes in his short time on the streets. An old

Schnauzer who’d gotten loose from his yard, an alley cat full of piss and

vinegar, and that rather nasty raccoon protecting its share of an overturned

trashcan – all were opponents the Jack had gotten the better of. But none of

those animals matched the degree of difficulty presented by this pack of wild

dogs. Turning tail now and running was a viable option. He was certain he

could outrun them. He looked at Buddy lying at their feet. But then they’d go

back to killing him.

It was true he really didn’t know the blind dog, but they had made a

connection back there. For a fleeting trice, something in the mongrel had

shone through. And it was enough for the Jack to put his life on the line to

preserve it.

He singled out a large black dog standing over Buddy, its muscles rippling

beneath its shining coat.

It was the Alpha.

He looked like the strongest of the bunch. Better to fight him first, the

Jack reasoned. Better to fight him when I’m at my strongest.

He curled his lip, exposing just enough of his pointed canines. The Alpha

grinned back at him. It was a grin of self-assurance – of malice and

anticipation. The message was clear to the Jack: this creature did not intend

to lose. The Jack’s timing would have to be just right.

With the agility of an acrobat, he vaulted onto the Alpha’s back. He found

the scruff of the Alpha’s neck and sank his teeth into it. If he’d hurt the

Alpha at all, the dog didn’t show it. The act of aggression evoked an angry

roar from the Alpha and nearly sent the much smaller Jack off and running

again. But the Jack had great amounts of bravery to more than make up for

his lack of size, and his keen intelligence placed him on the higher end of the

canine IQ scale. But the size and strength of the feral was intimidating.

With the nails of both front paws dug securely into the sides of the Alpha,
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the Jack shook the creature’s scruff with every ounce of strength in his

eighteen-pound body. The Alpha twisted and turned his head in an effort to

reach him. But The Jack had gained an excellent position. It prevented the

feral from using his fatally strong jaws.

Buddy struggled to his feet. Slowly he regained his senses and noted with

surprise a familiar scent on the air. It was – the Jack? The little dog was his

rescuer? Buddy sniffed his way toward the commotion.

One of the other ferals came at him from the side. He sensed the

offensive, guessed right, and bit the smaller dog on the nose. The

counterattack sent the feral whimpering away.

He pushed his way through the other ferals to the Alpha. He zeroed in on

the Alpha’s frustrated growling and found his throat. Buddy opened his own

tremendous jaws and closed them on the Alpha’s neck.

Like Cerberus, the two-headed hound that guards the gates of hell, Buddy

and the Jack attacked the Alpha from front and back, drawing blood in more

than one place.

Above them, the morning sun broke through the rain clouds and

momentarily cast the town awash in color.

Mrs. Elsie Pendleton was inspecting the remains of her summer perennials,

humming show tunes from Oklahoma! when the unmistakable sounds of

fighting dogs reached her ears. The horrid noise called her to the alleyway.

A small, fiery dog had mounted a larger dog’s back, while a mangy mongrel,

apparently blind, ripped at its throat.

She’d closely followed the story of the feral dogs in the newspaper, so

when she happened upon them practically in her own back yard, she took

immediate action. Brandishing her ever-ready garden hose, she turned on the

pressure and pulled the hose to the end of her yard.

The two strays continued to attack the larger dog, and she knew without

a doubt they intended to kill it.

Recalling the tragedy of the Haversham toy poodle, Mrs. Pendleton

sprung into action. She directed a torrent of water at the small white dog

hanging savagely from the back of the bigger one. The blast knocked the

smaller dog clear off the larger one and into a mound of rubbish where he lay

upon his back, apparently dazed. The cold spray sent the other ferals off and

running in all directions.

Next, she turned the stream of raging water on the mongrel that held the

black dog’s throat in its jaws. With a thrust of her hose she scored a direct hit

on the mongrel’s muzzle. The dog relaxed his grip on the muscular dog’s
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throat and ran. He found the smaller white dog and grasped his fur in his

teeth. The white dog then led the larger dog away.

It was like nothing she had ever seen before: a dog with a seeing-eye dog.

Elsie Pendleton rubbed her eyes in disbelief.

Meanwhile, the muscular dog raised the hair on his back and bared his

teeth at Mrs. Pendleton. Frightened, she let loose with a cold blast of water

right in the dog’s face. The water had no effect on the beast. He advanced

boldly on her.

Although a high white picket fence separated her from the wild dog, Mrs.

Pendleton was not taking any chances.

“Cave canem,” she uttered to herself, remembering her days in high

school Latin class. “Cave canem.” Beware of the dog.

She dropped the garden hose and ran as fast as her 73-year-old legs could

carry her, her flannel housecoat fluttering behind her like a cape in the wind.

Even though the dog was bleeding in spots, he easily leaped the fence and

pursued her. He bounded along Mrs. Pendleton’s stone path, past her garden

gnome and through her once-burgeoning Black-eyed Susans. In an instant,

he was at the heels of her slippers.

Mrs. Pendleton peeked over her shoulder as she reached the steps of her

back porch. The wretched beast was right behind her. His eyes burned red

with rage and aggression. At that moment, Mrs. Pendleton believed he was

Old Scratch himself.

Nostrils flaring, teeth bared, he lunged for her, his mouth gaping wide

open. Mrs. Pendleton climbed the steps, two at a time, something she hadn’t

done in twenty years. Did she have the strength to fight off this hound from

hell? She thought of pulling off her slipper and hitting the dog across his

nose. It nearly made her laugh. She was losing her mind.

She turned and faced her pursuer. He was in mid flight, his razor-sharp

claws reaching out at her. Her legs melted like butter on the porch steps. Mrs.

Pendleton saw her garden, then the sky, then the fiberglass canopy over her

porch where her wind chimes tinkled in the breeze.

Then all light was eclipsed by the black behemoth flying above her as she

lay on her back. Funny, she thought. He must be the devil. He flies, too.

But instead of pouncing on her and ripping out her delicate throat, he flew

right into her house, denting her aluminum siding.

I wonder if my insurance will cover that, she thought.

The beast hit the wall, whimpered, and fell on his side.

Mrs. Pendleton didn’t remember what happened next, but she soon found

herself inside her home. She clutched her heart and bolted the door. Then she

peered outside the window.
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The dog looked up at her from the porch, his muzzle twisted in a sinister

grin. The damned dog was grinning at her! Appalled, She drew close the

curtains and backed away from the window.

The dog lingered for a moment on her back porch, then turned and

skulked off. Seemingly without effort, he jumped her fence and was gone.

The nerve of that dog, she thought. And after I saved his life, too.

A burning in her chest signaled she’d had enough excitement for one

morning. She found her nitro tablets and placed one under her tongue.

Something had to be done about these dogs.

She picked up the phone and called a number that had been quite busy

recently.

“Byron Brady? It’s Elsie Pendleton. I’ve just been attacked by a feral.”
