
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Smitty: How Great Thou Art

By Thomas Miller
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Chapter One: The Diagnosis
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The room smelled like lemon disinfectant and false hope.

It was the kind of smell that stayed with you—not in the nose, but in the memory. A sterile kind of sadness. The linoleum beneath his boots creaked when he shifted, and the overhead light buzzed faintly, like it, too, was tired of this place.

He sat there, shirtless, paper gown tied loosely behind his back, the cold of the metal table licking at his spine. His arms—thin now, veins more visible than they used to be—hung at his sides like ropes that no longer served their purpose. The once-strong frame of a man who'd fixed broken fences, who'd hauled sacks of feed and stood tall beside his pickup in better years, was now folded in a quiet slump.

Across from him, the doctor spoke with the weary cadence of someone who'd said the same thing too many times but still hadn’t found a way to make it hurt less.

“Stage four. It’s in your lungs, liver, and lymph nodes now. I’m sorry.”

The words fell into the room like lead pellets. Final. Heavy. Irretrievable.

He didn’t flinch. Didn’t cry. Just nodded once.

He had suspected it. He wasn’t a fool. You don’t cough up blood for six weeks and think it’s just the weather. The pain in his ribs at night, the fatigue, the way the weight slipped from his body like sand in a broken bag—it all told him this was coming. Still, to hear it out loud, to give it a name... it branded the truth onto his bones.

“How long?” he asked quietly, not looking up.

“With treatment—maybe six months. Without? Less.” The doctor hesitated. “We can try to manage the pain. Palliative care would be—”

“No chemo,” the man said, his voice flat. “No radiation. I ain’t spending my last days chained to a chair, puking up my guts while my dog waits by the door wondering if I’m coming home.”

The doctor blinked. “You have... someone to help you through this?”

A pause.

“Just Smitty,” he replied.

The doctor tilted his head, unsure if that was a person or a nickname.

“He’s my dog.”

There was a softness in his voice then, the first sign of anything resembling life. Not a tremble—just reverence.

He stood, slowly, pulling his flannel shirt back on over sun-dried shoulders. The room shrank around him. Or maybe he was shrinking. Either way, the only thing he could think of was how the sun would hit the passenger seat just right this time of day. Smitty would be curled in it, nose tucked under paw, lifting his head the second he heard the squeak of the door.

That dog had waited for him through storms, through surgeries, through the endless gray days of unemployment and bad news. Always waiting. Always ready.

As he buttoned his shirt, his fingers paused at the third button down. He remembered a morning twelve years ago. The rain had been steady, and he'd pulled off the side of the road to get gas. That’s when he saw him—just a scrawny mutt at the edge of the station, soaked to the bone, ribs poking through his skin, tail tucked so tight it looked broken.

Most people would’ve driven past. But something in the dog’s eyes stopped him.

He didn’t bark. Didn’t growl. He just looked at him—like he already knew this man would save him.

He knelt in the mud, held out a crust of sandwich from his truck, and the dog walked straight to him. No hesitation. That was Smitty. From day one.

He brought him home, wrapped him in an old towel, and named him after his grandfather—Smitty Miller—because, like the old man, he didn’t talk much, but he was loyal as hell.

And now... he was all that was left.

The doctor was still talking in the background. Hospice, forms, next steps. But the man’s mind had already gone ahead—to the road, to the waiting truck, to Smitty’s warm eyes blinking slowly at him from the passenger seat. He didn’t want brochures or leaflets. He wanted time. Time with his dog. Time with the one soul who’d never asked him to explain anything.

“I’ll think about it,” he mumbled, though he wouldn’t. “Thanks, Doc.”

He stepped out into the hallway, the air cooler somehow. His boots echoed down the tile, one after the other, each footfall counting down what little remained. But outside—outside, the sky was bluer than it had been in days.

And there he was.

Smitty was sitting up now, tail wagging once, then twice, behind the slightly lowered window of the old Ford. The moment he saw his human, his ears perked up and he gave a soft, familiar bark—not loud, just enough to say, I’m still here.

The man opened the door, and Smitty climbed onto his lap the moment he sat down, burying his head in his chest like a child.

“Hey, boy,” he whispered into the gray fur. “Guess we’re going home now.”

And they did.

Together.
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Chapter Two: The Quiet Days
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The days grew quieter, like someone was slowly turning the volume down on the world.

He stopped answering the phone. Not that many called anymore. A few distant cousins, a neighbor who once helped change a tire, a church friend from years ago who always meant well but never knew what to say. They all faded like background music in a store you never planned to stay in for long.
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