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Summary: A small town on a magical stretch of the Mississippi River is home to a large number of children who’ve been turned into dogs by trolls. The children love their new lives and the town embraces them wholeheartedly.
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[1.Fantasy—Fiction. 2. Dogs—Fiction. 3. Trolls—Fiction. 4. Middle-grade—Fiction. 5. Mississippi River—Fiction. 6. Humor—Fiction.]
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Printed in the United States

Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend. Inside of a dog, it’s too dark to read. 

Groucho Marx
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What rubbish! The dark is the best place to read!

Bodacious Deepthink
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Here in Blue Wing we’ve got a dog who carries a book all over town in his mouth. He’s a friendly old mutt named Ralph, after his father. Whistle at him and he’ll drop his book at your feet. Hard as he wags his tail, you’d think he was offering you a New York Times bestseller. The book has a tattered red cover with gold letters stamped on its front that say:

The Dog Book

It’s full of stories about kids around here who’ve been turned into dogs. As a rule, they think of it as an upgrade. No more tooth brushing, no more room straightening, no more wondering how to spell Constantinople. 

But please don’t get the wrong idea. Although there’s plenty of pooches in Blue Wing who used to be a Susie or Hank, not every dog in our town was once a kid. It’s a lot more common around here than in other places, that’s all. We live along a stretch of the Mississippi River that has a few quirks—singing whirlpools, haunted rowboats, sandbars that only appear under a crescent moon, to name a few.

Most folks pin the kids-to-dog business on the local river trolls. A few others go with blue-wing fairies. Occasionally you might hear a gardener blame dogwood blossoms and moonbeams. We’ve a school librarian who swears that an enchanted copy of Old Yeller is behind it. And a local doctor has diagnosed the condition as dogaria and believes it’s spread by mosquitoes. That last one makes everyone slap-happy during the warm months.

Whatever the reason, over time we’ve become pretty philosophical about it.

“What are you going to do?” we shrug.

“We’re all God’s creatures,” we say.

“Lucky ducks,” we sigh, secretly wishing we were the ones who’d been dogged.

In the end most of us feel that not knowing if you’re related to the dog who’s following you home makes Blue Wing a far better place to live. And one thing’s for sure: We’re all kind as can be to strays.
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Moondog
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I was minding my own business, messing around Pike's Cave, when a loud crack and scraping sound shook everything, knocking me off my feet. Three rock trolls stepped out a hole at the back of the cavern. I sure didn't remember that hole being there a minute ago.

The trolls reminded me of pickup trucks that had crashed into brick walls. Sturdy brick walls. They'd crammed themselves into bicyclist's outfits that were gaudy as butterfly wings. The tallest of them protected himself with a bale of hay. The heaviest pointed a fire extinguisher at me. The crookedest held a red umbrella over his head as if expecting rain. Inside a cave?

They looked put out. Hard as they were glaring my way? I got the idea it was all my fault they were there. Scrambling to my feet, I started edging toward the exit all nice and easy.

"Thinks he'll do?" slobbered the tallest one.

"He's kinds of puny sized," said the heaviest.

"Don't matters," griped the crookedest. "Whatever kid we snatches ain't going to be good enough. You knows how Bo the Great is. Complains, complains, complains. And when she's done with that, what's she going to do?"

"Complains some more?" guessed the tallest.

"Rights you are. So we mights as well grabs this one and be done with it."

I wasn't quite ready to go along with that plan, but I was too far from the mouth of the cave to make a clean getaway. Luckily for me, every kid who ever went poking around Pike’s Cave started a fire so that they could see. That included me. So right away I grabbed a burning stick from my fire and swung it at them. 

"Begone!" I yelled for all I was worth.

I'm not normally a begone kind of guy. I’m way more likely to shout something like Are you kidding me? Or, Beat it! But given what was going on, begone sure seemed the way to go. 

Did it work? Not so much. They didn't seem to be going anywhere but closer.

"I don't thinks he wants to come along," chuckled the tallest one, sounding as if I'd made his day a little better.

"Does they ever?" griped the crookedest. Waving a paw my way, he sharply added, "Puts out that flame, would you? I ain'ts in a getting-toasted mood."

The heavy one with the fire extinguisher stepped forward, all puffed up and satisfied, as if he'd been looking forward to this all week. Aiming at my burning torch, he squeezed the fire extinguisher's handle and shouted, "Holds still. This won't hurts but a bit."

He had that right. I sidestepped the white foam and answered, "You'll never take me alive!"

Now those were some words I'd never used before either, but they seemed awfully handy at the moment. Except that all those trolls did was hoot and slap their knees as if they'd heard that line many times before. I got the last laugh though. The fire extinguisher went empty. Its spray fizzled to nothing with a pitiful little hiss that slowly faded away. 

"Fiddlesticks," said the heavy troll, shaking the extinguisher.

"I'm warning you," I yelled. "Keep your distance."

"He's a talkie little thing, ain'ts he?" said the tallest.

"Good. Bo said that's whats she wanted."

"I thoughts she wanted some kind of moon shouter?"

"Close enough. Use that hay on him."

"Aw. I was hoping to use it on some sheep."

"Nots this trip," barked the crookedest. "Go on now. Use it."

So the tallest troll broke the bale of hay open over his knee. Grabbing a mitt full of the stuff, he tossed it at my torch. I sure hadn't been expecting that. I so hadn't been expecting it that I didn't even think to step back. The straw hit my torch and burst into flames, making the stick way too hot to hold. I dropped it. 

"Grabs him now!" ordered the crooked one, as if making me drop the torch had been their plan all along.

"Why can'ts you?" grumbled the heaviest.

"'Cause I'm holding the umbrella," said the crookedest.

"Does we haves to?" whined the tallest.

"No. We could leaves him here and goes back down and tells Bo the Greatest that we couldn't finds anyone for her. Excepting I ain't going to be the one to tells her such news as that. One of you twos get that job."

"No," the heaviest said, tossing aside his empty fire extinguisher. "That's not something I wants to do."

"Me eithers," chimed in the tallest.

Neither of them had much to worry about though. I only put up an itty-bitty fight when they grabbed me. For one thing, the torch was burning so much brighter that I got a much closer look at them, a look that left me dampish all over.

One of them had painted orange rings around his orange eyes. And one of them had jammed a sparkly rock where his left eye used to be. And the crooked one had a white cricket peeking out one of his nostrils. Seeing all that was some sort of overpowering, also discombobulating, and awfully tiring. I lost all my strength at once. Who knows where it went.

But when that big one tucked me under his arm and I got a whiff of his cologne, I came back to life in a hurry.

"Say," I called out, "I just remembered that I'm supposed to be taking a test today."

"What in?" asked the crookedest.

"Chemistry-history-English."

"What's chemistry?"

"Where you study chems."

"Baloney!"

"No, really. And if I don't pass it, I'm going to flunk fifth grade."

"So whats were you doing in this cave?"

"Studying."

"Oh fol-de-rol, you were not. You were playing with matches."

"That's what you do in chemistry! And what's more, if you guys don't let me down right now, you're going to be in really big trouble."

"How so?"

"'Cause my old man's the sheriff," I said.

Well, not exactly, but I did sort of live across the street from the sheriff, give or take a block or two.

"That old toothache," snorted the crookedest.

"He'll arrest you and lock you up and throw away the key and sell you to a traveling circus and make sure nobody knows what happened to you and tell everyone that you whimpered and begged for mercy and boohooed so much your hankies were soaked and people will come from miles away to gawk at you and say nasty things about how bad you smell—"

"I should hope so!"

"—and want to poke you through the bars and feed you unsalted peanuts and try to take their picture with you and call you the kind of names that nobody ever wants to hear and—” 

"More straw!" the crookedest yelled, having heard enough. 

That's when I quit threatening them with all the terrible, terrible things headed their way. I had to stop. They'd stuffed a bunch of hay in my mouth.

The crooked one with the red umbrella led the way through the hole at the back of the cave. Next came me, tucked under the arm of the tallest one. Last in line came the heaviest. The hole scraped and clicked shut behind us. Then didn't it get dark? Midnight would have felt right at home in the tunnel we'd stepped into. All I could see was their orange glowing eyes, and iridescent parts of their biker togs, and a bunch of winks of purple that they'd painted on their toenails.

Down into the earth we went, grumbling and complaining and bickering all the way.

"I don’t knows what was wrong with the last brat we broughts her," griped the tallest.

"Those lousy extinguisher things never lasts," grumbled the heaviest.

"My back aches," crabbed the crookedest.

"You ain't carrying anything!"

"Oh? Well what's this umbrella in my hand? And how about all the worries over what happens if this one don’t works out? Who's carrying those?"

"You better works out," warned the one carrying me. He also gave me a free poke so that I'd know he meant me.

"Better tells him an or else," said the heaviest.

"Or else we'll boils you down to lard and rubs you on our boots."

"Yah."

If my mouth hadn't been so full of hay, I'd have asked them what boots. At the moment they were barefoot.

They said lots of other nasty, terrible, galling things too, stuff too awful to mention without making you drop this book and go screaming into the night. And without you, I would be totally alone, except for those trolls, so I think I'll skip over everything else they were shouting about. But trust me, it was a bad time all around. I don't know how long they carried me downward, but I was thinking that the chemistry-history-English test that I'd been dodging was over and done. Not that it mattered. I was pretty sure I wasn't going to make it out of this scrape without being rubbed on somebody's boot.

Finally the tunnel opened onto a large cavern that was lit by flickering yellowish-green lanterns. It was packed with burping, knuckle-cracking, chest-thumping trolls who had white cave crickets on their shoulders and didn't smell like any bed of roses I'd ever been through. They wouldn't shut up either. Not at first.

"Makes way! Makes way!" shouted the crookedest troll, forcing his way through the crowd by holding his red umbrella in front of himself like a shield. "Package for Her Lowness! Package for Her Lowness!"

That last cry parted the crowd faster. Too much faster for my tastes. 

All too soon I was dumped on the stone floor in front of a rock that was as big as a house and had a troll perched on top of it. The troll above me leaned on a stalactite staff and wore a rhinoceros robe, along with a black crown of coal. It took me one guess to figure out she must be their queen, the Bo the Great they kept going on about. At least fifty white crickets were clinging to her crystal hair. Her lips had enough red smeared on them to paint a stop sign. A goose egg over her right eye made it look as if she'd whacked herself a good one with her stone staff, maybe for disagreeing with herself. If she treated herself that way, I about passed out thinking what she had planned for me.

"Silence!" she thundered. "You insignificant twiddle-twaddlers! I've orders to give!"

Everyone shut up in a big fat hurry. Several trolls crammed a fist into their mouths to make sure they didn't say a peep. Sometimes it was their own fist, sometimes a neighbor's. A few stuffed a foot in their mouths along with the fist, which left them hopping around on one leg. 

"You!" the Queen roared, pointing her staff my way. "What do you have to say for yourself?"

"Hm brub uh," I said.

"What did he say?" she demanded.

"Search me," the crookedest one answered. "I can't understand him with all that straw in his mouth."

"Well takes it out!" she bellowed. "Do I have to do all the thinking arounds here?"

Right away they unplugged my mouth, which allowed me to sputter, "T-there must be some kind of mistake, Your Exaltedness."

"Mistake? I don't allow mistakes in my kingdom! Never have. Never will. Aren't you the one who's going to sing the moon closer?"

"I-I am?"

"You are. Or I'll throw you in a dungeon and eat the key. Am I understood?"

"Yes, your Extreme Vengefulness," I quaked.

And by the way, I wasn't the only one quaking in that place. The whole cavern seemed all blurred up thanks to the trembling going on in there. 

"Here's what's going to happen," decreed the Queen. "You're going to be turned into a dog."

"Is that really necessary?" I asked.

"Be grateful I'm not thinking rhinoceros! And once you're a dog, you're going to gathers up all those other miserable, scratching, yipping mutts that slinks around above us and leads them up to the top of that bluff that overlooks that pitiful, miserable town up there. That big bluff. That high one. And you're all goings up there on the night of the next full moon, so's you can howls at that moon, howls to it in the sweetest kinds of voices. Does you thinks you can manage that, you worthless little less than nothing? Because if you can'ts—”

"No, no," I promised. "It shouldn't be any problem, Your Salty Wonderfulness."

"Excellent. You shall howls at that full moon as sweet as finches in a pie, luring it closer and closer until it's near enough for us to jump over to it and get back to our home. Any questions?”

So it was true. Trolls believed they came from the moon. 

"What part of the moon's your home, Your Brilliance?" I asked.

"All of it's my home! Don't they teach you anything in school?"

Nobody knew what to say to that until the tall one who'd carried me down there volunteered, "I think they been teaching him something called chem-history-English."

"Silence!" The Queen's crown nearly fell off, she roared so loudly. Once she got her crown adjusted, she said to me, "Do you have any other dumb questions?"

I skipped over mentioning how at my school they always preached there wasn't any such thing as a dumb question and asked instead, "Ah, how close does the moon have to be to make you happy, Your Supreme All-knowingest?"

"About this close."

She held her paws as wide apart as she could, but then re-thought how far she could jump and closed the distance by half. It looked as though she wanted me to get the moon about three feet away from the earth. I had a hunch that wasn't going to work out so hot, but given my current pickle—I’m talking about being surrounded by a cave full of trolls who wanted to get to the moon pretty bad—I decided to keep my doubts to myself. 

"I'll do my best, Your Honorable Earthquakefullness."

"You'd better," she said. "Take him away. Turn him into one of those ridiculous dogs and sets him loose up top, and then don't bother me with this business again until he's got the moon nice and close. Am I understood?"

"Perfectly!"

"Absolutely!"

"Neverendingly!"

The amount of bowing and scraping going on in that cavern was pitiful. Watching it made me dizzy.

The three who'd brought me down there scooped me up and hauled me back up top. Along the way they replayed all the bickering and complaining they'd done on the way down, sometimes word-for-word.

"My aching back."

"I've got the umbrella . . ."

When we got back to Pike’s Cave, they set me down and started arguing about how the dog curse was supposed to go. They finally got that straightened out and moved on to warning me that I better not let them down or they'd be back with all kinds of or elses that would make me wish I'd never been a toad.

"Any questions?" they asked.

I decided not to mention that so far as I knew I'd never been a toad. Instead, I asked, "Why do you carry that umbrella around?"

"Falling rocks," the crookedest told me.

"And it's pretty," the tallest added. 

"Anything else?" they asked.

"What should I do if I can't get the moon close enough?" 

"Keep trying!"

"Never give up!"

"Howl sweeter!"

"Anything else?" they asked, growing antsy.

Well I thought of a whole bunch of other stuff to ask, but pretty soon they caught on that I was stalling and that maybe I wasn't too keen on getting turned into a dog. Once they figured that out, they argued some more about how the dog curse was supposed to go but finally got it straightened out and let it fly.
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If a dog

You wish to see 

This is the nasty 

Curse for thee.
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Bury bone

Scratch fleas

Howl at moon

Pee on trees.

––––––––
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Chase cats

Bark Fast

Point at birds

Dog at last.

––––––––
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Rover! Come!

––––––––
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I guess they got it mostly right ‘cause I got turned into a moondog.

Now once a month, when the moon's full, I round up every mutt I can and badger them into joining me up on Harriet Heights, the bluff that overlooks Blue Wing. All together we howl our hearts out to the full moon. 

The moon's getting closer too. I swear. Although maybe that’s wishful thinking. It’s still quite a ways off. But I go with closer when I give those three trolls my monthly report.

"How much closer?" they always want to know.

At which point I spread my front paws apart as far as they'll go and say, "About this much."

That always makes them look up in the sky and cower, as if they expected the moon to smush them flat any second. When they don't see anything rushing toward them, they relax enough to say, "We're glad you're making progress, but the Queen wants to know what's taking so long."

"She ought to know you can't hurry the moon," I say.

"Oh," they say, disappointed, as if they'd never thought of that before. 

Sometimes they try to talk me into coming underground with them to explain all that technical stuff to their queen, so they don’t have to, but I usually convince them it's not a great idea. What if I miss the next full moon while they're hauling me back and forth? What would they tell the queen then?
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Sauce
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I'm a tomato hound, which is why everyone calls me Sauce. To the untrained eye I might look like a Dachshund. I grew up on West Fifth Street, near the old bakery. I still live there with my family.

Deep thinkers have often wondered why Blue Wing, of all places, is home to the world's foremost tomato hounds. They might as well ask which came first, the clam or the clamshell. We've long been home to the finest tomato sauces in the state—Mama’s Torch, Sunset Sweet, and the always popular Tuesday Night Hooray, to name a few. Year in and year out our tomato chefs bring back the blue ribbon from the state fair. 
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