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The night air was still heavy with humidity from the night’s sudden storm.  Ellie nudged Effie out from under the bed at last.  Thunderstorm phobia, a common dog problem, afflicted only one of the two Smith dogs.  Effie.  When a storm threatened she would likely run under the bed, moving as close to the wall as she could, a soft growl coming from her throat.  Ellie would follow quietly for support; often laying her head gently on Effie’s shaking hindquarters.  Once the storm was over the shaking stopped and Ellie would sense her friend returning to normal.  Minutes later they would both emerge from the darkness and venture out to survey any damage to their yard.  

Tonight it was no different than other times.  Ellie felt her friend’s breathing slow down, her heartbeats settle into a normal rhythm, her panting less frantic and quick.  Effie would stretch the full length of her Saluki-like body, yawn, and quietly crawl from under the bed. Another stretch, only this time in her classic “bow” she learned as a puppy.  The “bow” was the hit of the dogs’ owners and rightly so.  When performed correctly Effie would appear regal and patient.  In reality Effie was high strung and energetic, characteristics as much of her breed as anything else.  Her owners frequently remarked that Effie could run a greyhound course until she dropped from exhaustion and yet still she would try to keep running, a streak of blonde fur in action.

Ellie lumbered after Effie to the yard.  The rain had soaked it past saturation; now puddles of water stood next to the wooden fence and welled up in other areas of the yard.  Both dogs moved slowly through each puddle, sniffing the new scents brought up by the rain or carried down from neighbor’s yards.  Effie moved closer to the fence, a quick lap of her tongue tasting the water for whatever it was she smelled.  One taste was enough and she then moved to the next puddle.  
Ellie followed her watching her moves and mimicking them as they toured the yard.  At one year Ellie was still a puppy and still seeking to do everything her friend Effie did.  Some of the times both were praised for their efforts, other times produced different responses.  Ellie wrinkled her nose as Effie moved to one part of the yard and proceeded to lie down and roll, over and over, legs in the air, tongue rolling back and forth in her mouth.  Ellie knew this was one of the times when Effie would not be praised.  She didn’t try to do the same.  Her first scolding for rolling in poop was enough for the yellow Labrador.  She preferred praise to admonishment and was a quick student of what action produced what result.  Effie might be more graceful and energetic but Ellie was thoughtful and studied in her approach to her world.
Effie jumped up and ran to the Lab, grabbing a mouthful of skin under her neck playfully.  The Lab pulled away gently and stopped, the Saluki still attached to her neck.  Ellie backed away another step and stopped.  Effie released her grip and swiftly grabbed for the Lab’s front foreleg.  Ellie lifted her leg close to her chest for protection, the Saluki stymied again.  Finally Effie bumped against her friend and off they ran through the yard, nipping and grabbing folds of skin and fur, playfully doing chest thumps like humans did on TV.  This lasted another ten minutes during which they ran up and down the fence, around the lawn furniture, and even avoided hitting the barbeque grill.  Their humans, Barry and Kathy, would often watch from the screen door in disbelief as the two dogs tore through the yard at lightening speed towards the grill or the tree, seemingly headed for a hard hit by one or both dogs.  Yet the dogs would gracefully dodge the obstacle using hair spin turns and sudden stops in a synchronized manner to prevent injury to either dog.
This evening’s run included the normal routines along with a few moments of dog boxing on hind legs along with the usual bared teeth and raised hackles.  Ellie’s hackles were the more prominent of the two dogs.  In the heat of play battles, the hair on Ellie’s back would form a stiff ridge emanating from her neck to her tail, resembling the ridges seen on wild dogs in Africa and Australia.  It was a reminder that not so long ago Ellie’s ancestry carried forward into her genetic makeup in spite of hundreds of years of domestication.

Now the dogs stood shoulder to shoulder, breathing deep from the night breezes.  The temperature was dropping as the night wore on but still the humidity made it hotter than either dog preferred.  

“Shall we go inside Ellie”, Effie asked, her graceful head tilted towards her friend as a new breeze came up from the street.  Ellie remained in place, her broad head and shoulders facing the wind with ears alert and body poised at attention.  She didn’t respond for several moments.  A soft noise had caught her attention and she strained to hear more.

“Quiet Effie.  Something’s afoot at the Henderson’s house.”  

Effie caught her breathe and turned her head north.  She strained to hear what Ellie had heard.  Nothing.

“It is just the storm moving off, Ellie,” she said.  “Let’s go in.  Mr. Smith will have a treat for us.”  

It always amused Ellie that Effie referred to their owners so formally.  “Good manners” was all she would say on the matter.  “My Mother always taught me to address my owners as Mr. or Mrs., even Miss if appropriate.  But never by their first names, oh no.  Humans might love their dogs but they needed the dogs to respect them at the same time.  The only way to do this,” Effie’s mother would say, “Is to refer to them by their given name.”  

Ellie would normally submit to Effie’s request but tonight was different.  Something was happening up the street, something that disturbed her even as she struggled to figure out what it was.  Being a hunting dog gave Ellie great senses and a strong body but it didn’t necessarily bring with it a keen intellect for divining events outside her line of sight.  She moved quietly closer to the wooden fence, putting her nose through the broken section next to the maple tree.  Smells were more evident here but still she could not tell what was so bothersome.   But whatever it was it was disturbing to her loving nature and gentle spirit.

“Something’s going on, Effie.  Something not good.  I just cannot tell what it is,” she said moving her head to the side to look Effie in the eye.  Effie saw the concern in the Lab’s eyes and moved closer to the break in the fence herself.  She took in several deep breaths, exhaling each through her mouth to catch as much of the information as she could in her olfactory organs.  She was also disturbed by the information filtering through her nose and mouth but like Ellie could not conjure up any image to make sense of it all.

“What is it, Ellie?  Can you tell what is going on?”  Effie peered at the Lab closely.

“Not yet, Effie.  I think I heard Toby try to speak up but then he stopped.”

Effie seemed puzzled.   “Toby tried to say something but was stopped?”  Toby was a 5-year old beagle hound belonging to the Smith’s neighbors Tom and Martha Henderson.  It seemed hard to imagine Toby not getting a word in at all.  He has just been voted the most vocal dog in the neighborhood according the Silver Hills Neighborhood Dogs Association.  Effie herself had achieved that honor when she was a little over a year and still new to living with humans.  It was not an honor Barry and Kathy wanted to repeat however with Ellie.  Having the neighborhood’s most talkative dog was not a good thing.  In fact Toby was becoming something of a neighborhood nuisance with his beagle yodels and yelps!

Ellie turned her head towards the Saluki.  She nodded thoughtfully.  “It does seem unusual for Toby to not get his say.  I wonder what is happening?”

Effie nuzzled the yellow dog.  She had enough for the evening.  It was time to go back inside, get some hugs before bedtime and perhaps, a treat.  Breakfast was another 7 hours away and a treat would tide her over comfortably until morning.  She turned away from the fence and trotted to the sliding glass door. 

“Come Ellie or Mrs. Smith will not give you a snack.”

Ellie paused before walking over to the door.  Mrs. Smith might threaten to withhold their nightly treat but this was an empty threat the dogs had learned from experience.  All it seemed to take was a sad glance and low sigh to Mr. Smith for Mrs. Smith to change her mind and toss each dog a Milk Bone treat.

Ellie glanced one last time at the fence.  “Whatever it was Effie is gone.   I guess it was nothing after all.”  

The Lab moved past her friend and into the Smith living room, settling down next to Mr. Smith’s favorite chair.  She dropped down on the carpet, mind still pondering the night’s mystery.  Effie joined her a minute later, laying her head across the Lab’s broad shoulders. 
“We can look into it again tomorrow, Ellie,” she said.  “When the sun comes up.  Then perhaps Toby will tell us what went on.  He will know if anyone does.”  She lifted her head once to move closer to Ellie’s ear.  “Toby will know I am sure.  He always knows everything that happens in the neighborhood.”

Ellie nodded, her eyes already drifting off to sleep.  Whatever it was could certainly wait until morning she agreed.  Sleep was what was important now.  That and the Milk Bone treat Mr. Smith quietly laid next to each dog.  

The sound of crunching treat and wagging tails was soon replaced by silence, broken only now and then by a doggie snore.

Where does the adventure take Ellie and Effie next?  Stay turned for the next chapter.
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