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PART ONE


Leaving Home
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Deep in the Swamp


In the bald cypress swamp where I was born, the alligator was king. Papa always said the big ’uns were mean-snake sly and fly-snatchin’ fast. Imagine one of those half-sunk rascals posin’ as a harmless log. Some poor critter moseys by and quick as a flash it pops up and zaps ’em. That lowdown stunt was the worst we’d ever heard tell of in the swamp.


Every so often the gator fakin’ got so bad our swamp elders posted travel alerts on the Critter Trail. The warnin’ signs said to watch for bubblin’ logs. To avoid those devils half sunk in the muck, us pups had to take the Beast Feast Detour.


Can’t tell you how many times Mama would say, “Now girl, you keep a close watch out for gator logs.” She worried I’d forget just once and get turned into a two- or three-bite meal. That scary thought caused many a nightmare of thirteen-foot gators. In the worst, I stepped on one with huge gapin’ jaws and snarly rows of teeth. It took a vicious swipe at me that just missed, and I ran flat out through the marsh. No matter how I zigged and zagged, the gator kept gainin’ and gainin’. Pretty soon it was snappin’ at my tail with bone-crushin’ chomps. I was a goner for sure when the ole soap bubble popped. As I came to, it felt like my tail got whacked and I told myself: You can’t be a dog without a tail—not even a mutt. A quick check and . . . whew, it was still back there, but so was a chilly draft that kept blowin’ just short of a gale. Bad dreams can mess with your head that way, especially when you’ve just turned one year old which is not much more’n a nursin’ pup.


Afterward, Mama always nuzzled my nose and asked, “Same bad dream?” I’d turn belly up and get the licks that calmed my pantin’ and shakin’. But that didn’t make the dreams go away. In another dream a sly, grinnin’ gator said, “Hop on my back and I’ll ride you across the pond.” I knew the story of the frog that did that and never made it across . . . so I took off lickety-split for the high ground. That two-faced gator gave chase and ’fore long it, too, was snappin’ at my tail. Once again, the ole soap bubble popped, and I felt another backside draft. At the time, I just wanted Mama to make it go away. Later on, when she wasn’t there, I came to understand what those little gales were sayin’: The threat is always back there. ’Stead of Mama, I s’pose my wild genes were doin’ the talkin’. If you’re part of a vanishin’ breed like me, you need wild genes to tell you when and what to dodge. Trust me: you can’t survive in the swamp without ’em.


Like Mama, my wild genes also told me to keep a close eye on gators. I watch ’em now glidin’ through the early mornin’ fog like somebody polin’ by in a skiff . . . feedin’ on cottonmouths, crunchy turtles, or some poor possum dozin’ on the bank. In the spring, ornery males crawl out of wallowin’ holes lookin’ for females to court. They’ll roam a mile or so through the muck bellowin’ all the way. When our pack hears that hullabaloo, we high-tail it up the ridge to the black gum thicket where our den is hid. ’Til the lovesick boys calm down, we only go out for quick hunts close by. Never seen a big ’un up on the ridge, but Mama still reminds me I could be a two- or three-bite meal.


But that weren’t the worst of it. Sometimes she’d say, “If the gator misses, then the Phantom will get you for sure.” Those words always sent a shiver down my spine. I didn’t know much about the Phantom—only that it was a four-legged critter that showed itself in a lightnin’ storm at Silver Bluff. When the lightnin’ flashed, there it stood, high on the cliff above the big river which was slam full of gators.


Sound scary? Lemme just say the swamp’s got a soft side too—it ain’t all mean by any stretch. The early mornin’ fog creeps in like smoke from a slow-burnin’ peat fire. A light breeze stirs and unfurls fluffy beards of Spanish moss, and the limbs reach through the dewy haze like giant bird talons. When the fog lifts its skirts even more, you can see the swamp’s greatest wonder: giant cypress domes all flattened out on top, which is why we call ’em bald. Papa says the domes are the swamp’s umbrella that shades the critters when the sun beats down. By mid-mornin’ when the ground clouds clear, it gets so hot the critters just snooze or watch the butterfly army marchin’ to the purple milkweed patch. The tawny-orange monarchs can snack there to their heart’s content. Like I said, the swamp’s got a soft side too.


Even so, our elders always say, “The Critter Trail ain’t easy street. No one gets off scratch free.” Papa says the proper term is “Scot free,” and what they mean is sooner or later you’re bound to get bit and maybe bit hard.


When I finally got whacked, I thought the soap bubble would soon pop, that Mama would then nuzzle my nose and say everything was okay. But that didn’t happen, and I soon knew no dream was messin’ with my head. You might say the mornin’ fog finally had lifted its skirts, and I had no place to dodge or hide. I was part of a vanishin’ breed—just like the dodo bird. All I could do was wish with my eyes closed and my paw nails crossed that my wild genes would kick in and somehow save me.
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Jaws of Steel


Never shoulda chased that sorry skunk through the mornin’ fog, or any time for that matter. Sooner or later the little yuckster was bound to foul up somethin’, and even if he didn’t squirt his yucky perfume, and even if I did catch him, I wouldn’t wish skunk meat on a lurkin’ log. It’s worse’n roadkill . . . okay, trail kill if you’d druther.


I’d let down my guard. Sometimes, with no warnin’ at all, I’d forget to listen to the wild genes that alert me to danger. When that happens, I’m as blind as a newborn pup, and that’s exactly what happened when that pajama-suited nitwit ran out in front of me struttin’ like he owned the swamp, tauntin’ take your best shot dingo girl! Sure, I tore off after him . . . ran the little yuckster halfway down the ridge where he scrambled inside a hollow log half my size. I could stick my head in only so far—enough to see his come and get me sucker! grin. I cut loose a few high-pitched barks just to let the beady-eyed bugger know his string was runnin’ out.


Then, quicker’n a bat flyin’ out of a cypress beard, the candy-striper darted out the far end of the log and took off lickety-split down the Critter Trail toward the water. I knew full well I was s’posed to stay off that trail, that coyotes watched it all the time. How many times had Mama and my wild genes warned me it was courtin’ disaster to even go near there? But dumb me, I plumb forgot and chased off after the rabble rouser. I was catchin’ up, too, ’bout to nab his bushy tail, when in a flash—


WHAM!


Was that a gator log or the Phantom? Another bite or two and I’d be gone. The fear hit me ’fore I even felt the pain. But I never heard a snarl and never felt a second chomp. Even so, a clang and crunch echoed in my ears: the sound of steel on steel and steel on bone. By then, a stabbin’ pain was runnin’ up and down my front left leg, from my dew claw—the “thumb” I sometimes use to chew bones—all the way up to my shoulder. When I looked down, my sight was way too blurred to see what had me. I was so woozy I could only tell that whatever grabbed me had come from below my foot. Much as I hated pullin’ up, I ever so slightly lifted my leg. That caused shootin’ pains that near ’bout blacked me out. The burning and stabbing all seemed to come from my left dew claw. I bent my head to give my left dew claw a lick. Blood! I licked that spot again and could tell then that my leg was cut to the bone. My foot was covered with matted leaves which I ever so slowly nosed aside. Now, I could see the trap with its jaws of steel—a spring-loaded trap used to catch critters, mainly coyotes.
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WHAM! . . . I’m trapped by jaws of steel and licking blood around my dew claw.


By then the mornin’ fog had lifted in more ways than one. It all came back: how Mama and I had seen a trapper sometime back settin’ traps ’longside the Critter Trail. He chained ’em to small trees and covered ’em up with leaves. After that he had walked up the ridge draggin’ a leg like it hurt bad. He sat down on a stump, lit up and watched the wind blowin’ his smoke.


“Makin’ sure the smoke’s blowin’ away from his trap,” Mama whispered. “Can’t have a critter sniffin’ smoke and backin’ off. You can see for yourself, chile, there’s more’n one kinda gator log. The two-legged ones like him are the worst of all.”


Next morning, after we saw that trapper, we heard a steel-jawed trap snap shut all the way up the hill in our den. It made a sickenin’ sound. After a little while, Papa went down to check. When he came back, he told us a mama coyote was caught in the trap and strugglin’ to break free.


“Got a litter of pups, too,” Papa said, sadly shakin’ his head.


“You saw ’em?” Mama asked.


“No, but I heard ’em cryin’ in the bushes.”


“What’ll that poor mama do?”


“Won’t surprise me if she tries to chew off her leg. How else can she get away?”


That shocked us pups no end. We stared at Papa for the longest time tryin’ to take in what it meant. Glumly shakin’ his head, he added, “If she does chew her leg off, the stump’s gonna leave a trail of blood. That sorry trapper will follow every step she takes ’til he can shoot her and skin her hide.”


We shivered all over when he said that.


I asked him what would happen to her pups.


“Let’s not talk about that,” was his grim reply.


Mama then put in sharply: “We’ve got enough to worry about just keepin’ you pups safe. So ’member what your Papa said and stay off that Critter Trail!”


My trapped paw hurt even worse when I thought about that mama coyote tryin’ to chew her leg off. Pretty soon a voice in my head started sayin’ over and over: Start chewin’ your leg . . . Start chewin’ your leg . . . That’s the last thing I ’member ’fore the pain made me pass out.


A strange dream followed where I saw myself stretched out under a bald cypress at the water’s edge. The tree had plenty of knobby knees, or coneheads, stickin’ up a foot or so above the waterline. I knew from what Papa said the knees are roots that hold the tree up. Its canopy’s so big it takes a strong anchor to keep it right side up. Peepin’ up like periscopes, the coneheads looked sorta dumb. Couldn’t help but wonder if they got confused and just grew the wrong way.


Suddenly, a huge gator came swimmin’ my way. It waded through the muck, crawled up the bank, opened its jaws, and flashed its teeth. Just as it started to chomp down, I heard a buzzin’ sound and the gator’s jaws locked up. It tried to bite me again and again, but each time its jaws got zapped. I noticed whiffs of smoke driftin’ from the conehead tips. I was sure it had to be conehead mojo. It kept on zappin’ and zappin’ ’til the gator finally gave up and crawled away.


That told me the coneheads weren’t so dumb after all. Somehow, they could beam safety rays all through the swamp. Papa had said many times that a great and mysterious force kept our bald cypress trees from gettin’ sawed down. I could imagine a conehead zappin’ a chainsaw just like it zapped the gator. Everybody knew the swamp wouldn’t be the same without its dingos and bald cypress. “Keep on zappin’,” I said aloud, thinkin’ the force might hear me.


By then the hot August sun had burned off the mornin’ fog and turned the trunks of the cypress trees burnt orange. A red-headed woodpecker was peckin’ away in a nearby gum tree—lookin’ for carpenter ants, I s’posed. After a few rat-a-tats, he’d stop to look and then let go with a high piercin’ call followed by a “luck . . . luck . . . luck” sound. I kept hopin’ the woodpecker would draw attention to me, that somebody would come and get me outta the trap. I wondered why conehead mojo hadn’t already saved me.


While I hoped and waited, I ’membered a poem Mama often told us at bedtime. A Mr. William Blake had wrote it, she said, to warn the wee ones, like us, to stay outta trouble. I could ’member every single word:




My mother groaned, my father wept,


Into the dangerous world I leapt.


Helpless, naked, piping loud,


Like a fiend hid in a cloud.





I dozed off wantin’ to be a fiend hid in a cloud. I shudda’ listened closer to Mama. If I’d done that, I’d never have stepped into a steel-jawed trap. Don’t know how long I dozed, but I woke up in a place where I was even worse off than before.
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Armed and Dangerous


“All I’m sayin’ Topper Guy is careful what you trap.”


“Well, she sure as hell ain’t no sabertooth tiger.”


“Maybe not, but she’s dangered for sure, so I wouldn’t shoot ’er.”


“Dangered? Where’d that come from, Ragtop?”


“All I’m sayin’ is you’d better check the dangered list.”


“It ain’t dangered, dumbo. It’s EN-dangered—the Endangered List.”


“I’m a-thinkin’ she must be a red wolf.”


“No chance of that and you know it. She’s coyote all over.”


“How come you’re so sure? You ain’t been trappin’ all that long. Catch the wrong critter and the game warden’s goin’ to come down on you hard.”


“Well, her pelt’s goin’ in the pile with all my other coyote skins.”


“That ain’t gonna fly either. Her coat’s way too smooth—not rough and patchy. Bend down and take a whiff. She ain’t got no odor at all. Better turn ’er loose and fore-git you ever saw ’er.”


“Coulda done that back in the swamp. I brung ’er out so’s you could look ’er over, Ragtop. Never figured on you bein’ such a meathead.”


“Hold on, I need another beer.”


“Your brain’s already turnin’ to mush.”


“Now ease up Topper Guy. I ain’t goin’ to rubber stamp everything you say.”


They were kicked back in white plastic lawn chairs when I heard ’em talkin’ ’bout me. Through a haze of rainbows and stars, I could trace the chain ’round my neck to the front porch rail of a rundown shack. Next, I looked down at my aching dew claw, all blue and caked with blood. A swarm of flies buzzed all ’round my wound and the blisterin’ sun had ’em all riled up. At least the trap was gone, but what did that matter if this Topper Guy was gonna shoot me.


I was now thirsty enough to drink the Tugaloo River dry. ’Course the rowdies that trapped me hadn’t bothered to put down a water bowl, let alone a food dish. I thought to myself: That’s the least you could do—especially for a dog on a chain. Then I ’membered they didn’t know what I was, which meant I had no rights at all. If they decided I was a coyote—well, I didn’t even want to think about that.


A second, closer look at the shack told me it might be on the Endangered List too: swamp vines had nearly wrapped it up. I wondered where the blacktop road out front went. Aiken . . . Augusta . . . a crossroads country store? Out back a skiff with a small motor was tied to a rundown dock on a small reedy creek. My hunch was Topper Guy used the skiff to haul traps and whatever he caught in and outta the swamp.


He was a hard-eyed fellow with a stringy beard . . . wore hip waders and a gun shell vest. Didn’t say much but aimed to have his way. His buddy Ragtop wore a greasy white bandana with a rebel flag. Musta got named for that. Sported a sly fox tattoo on his arm. Told myself thinks he’s a Swamp Fox like General Francis Marion, the greatest dodger of ’em all. All the critters in these parts—two-legged and otherwise—know ’bout him.


Had to be Topper Guy’s shack ’cause a row of steel-jawed traps hung on the clapboard wall facin’ me. A row of skins on boards stretched there too. Musta not bothered him that the shack’s paint had long since peeled off, that beer and soda cans, plastic bags, and tires littered the yard, or that rust was eatin’ holes in the tin roof. Our southern creepin’ vine, kudzu, was growin’ up the side and had wrapped around the old stone chimney. Kudzu wraps around fence posts, phone poles, trees, and even old folks, I s’pose, if they don’t get up and move around. It seemed the shack coulda been a country store ’cause it had a lot of rustin’ signs of people drinkin’ Coca-Cola and blowin’ clouds of smoke. Lemme just say I can read pictures.


When Topper Guy hobbled over to get two more cans of beer from a cooler on the porch, it suddenly hit me I’d seen that gait before. He was draggin’ one leg just like the trapper Mama and I saw on the Critter Trail. My fur rose when I ’membered that.
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