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This book is a work of
fiction.
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incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been
used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or
organizations is entirely coincidental.
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Dedication

To those who have felt hopeless then found joy and
peace by helping another.


What is Christmas?

It is the tenderness of the past,
courage for the present, and hope for the future.
— Agnes M. Pahro
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Before You Begin, A
Note From
Shirley

 


I wrote A
Christmas Miracle on Death Row in October
of 2015 as a result of a challenge thrown out by the writing group
to which I belonged. Two simples rules were established for the
challenge.

RULE ONE - About 3,000 words.

Yikes! Quite the challenge for me when I’m accustomed to writing
90,000+ word novels.

RULE TWO - Not “the usual” Christmas story.

Hmm. After a few hours of pondering the rules, an
idea came to me. I’d loosely base the story on two of my dogs:
Annie, who I lost to brain cancer in 2014, and Ben, the severely
emaciated dog I adopted shortly after Annie’s death.

I believe Ben—who I named Big Ben after the
Pittsburgh Steelers’ quarterback, Ben Roethlisberger—rescued me
from the dark hole of despair I had fallen into after Annie’s
death. That deep feeling of hopeless that once consumed me is
similar to what the character experiences in this tale… but that’s
a story for another time.

Anyway, after finishing the first
draft of A Christmas Miracle on Death
Row, I was thrilled I accepted my writing
group’s challenge. Although a work of fiction, I hope my love for
pets and the glory of the Season shines through and touches your
heart in some way.

Enjoy!

 


 



[image: tmp_0359167-0b7e1501-501f-4579-9dc6-9b0f03ee7ff2_La7f5V_html_m77ff694e.jpg]

Staring AT THE FRONT DOOR,
Sheila sits alone in her living room,
contemplatively rolling the orange bottle of prescription sleeping
pills back and forth between her hands.

It’s late afternoon. Christmas Eve. Memories of the
fateful night exactly one year ago pummel her mind.

The doorbell chimes. Assuming the caller is a
neighbor delivering Christmas goodies, without a second thought,
she opens the door.

A masked man barges in. Pistol whips the side of her
face.

The force slams her body against the wall. Her head
violently snaps to the side. Vision fades. Body melts down the
wall. Her ears fill with the sounds of helter skelter Guttural
growls. High-pitched screams. Gunshots.

“Annie! Annie,” she cries before
consciousness retreats.

Sometime later, she stirs. Her head throbs.
“Annie…”

A warm hand caresses her forearm.

Her eyes flutter open. She’s in the hospital. Her
brother stands at her bedside. “Ray, what happened? How’s
Annie?”

Tears glaze his eyes. “She saved your life.”

The tone of his voice ripples panic through her
body. “Tell me my girl’s okay.”

His chin dips toward his chest and he shakes his
head…

The traumatic recollection determines Sheila’s
decision. The pain in her heart is more than she can bear. “I’m
going to join you, Annie.” She pops off the lid.

RING-RING!

Sheila snaps the lid back on the bottle and shuffles
into the kitchen. Checks CALLER ID. “Ray,” she says with a faint
smile, but doesn’t pick up the phone. She listens as he leaves a
message.

“Sis, can you come over to my
work? It’s really important that I see you. I’m in a bind and hope
you can help. I’ll wait for you.”
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The CEMENT WALLS ARE DAMP. The stench of
feces and urine permeates the air. All I ever wanted was a chance
to live. To love. To be loved.

Leaning my bony shoulder against the wall, I sit
shivering in my cell. A dish heaped with chopped sirloin smothered
in gravy has been placed in front of me. I have no appetite.

I never imagined
this would be my fate.
Despite putting forth my best efforts, I honestly don’t know where
I went wrong. But I am not alone. Such is the story of most of us
on death row. My execution is scheduled for this
evening.

Before prison, I lived chained to a tree. Received
daily whippings with a belt. Kicks to my ribs. And blasts of water
from a hose anytime I attempted to eat the scraps offered every few
days.

One day I was tossed into the back of a pickup then
heaved out of the speeding truck like a bag of garbage. As my body
skidded across the gravel shoulder they roared in laughter while
driving away. I remember raising my head and thumping my tail,
begging them not to abandon me.

I lost consciousness. Woke up here. Since my stay,
Officer Tipton has renewed my faith in humans. Every so often he
rubs my ears or slips me a slice of ham. Though I crave the salty
meat treat, I never consume it in front of him. Regardless of
persistent hunger pangs and no sign of a water hose, I’m still
afraid to eat.

There are three of us left in the West Sage Animal
Shelter. Lord Dunmoore, a senior Old English Sheepdog missing most
of his teeth, Ava, a blind and grumpy Chihuahua mix, and me,
Rocco.

Everyone else was taken into foster care for the
holiday with hopes of being adopted into a forever home, never to
return to this purgatory.

Admittedly, I’m not dog show pretty or rolly-polly
puppy cutesy. I’m almost full grown and grossly underweight. So
skinny, I can’t stand or walk for more than ten seconds before my
back legs give out. Scars litter my face and body. I’m solid black.
My coat is dull. Although a mixed breed, I possess strong pit bull
characteristics.

The general consensus around here is, my dark color,
distinctive bully breed features, and marred body and face don’t
present the type of physical attributes most humans desire in a
canine companion. But inside, I know I am beautiful. My heart is
full of love and loyalty I desperately want to share. All I need is
a chance.

Unfortunately, my chances are spent. Day in and day
out, for more than a month, I’ve watched people peer into my
cage.

Despite my previous living conditions and savage
treatment, though struggling with confidence at times, I’m happy
and have the heart of a strong alpha beating within.

Eager to make a good impression, I always stand.
Lift my head high and poke my chest out. Pant my best smile and wag
my tail until I fall over. Then quickly struggle back onto my
feet.

Sometimes our eyes meet. As our gaze deepens, my
hope soars. Maybe this will be the soul with whom I will connect
and we will love each other forever.

But it doesn’t happen. Instead I receive a fleeting
rush of pity or a lip curled in repulsion as they scurry away.

Now, in my last hours, I dream of snuggling with a
human on a soft couch, receiving endless tummy rubs, playing with a
squeaky ball in a grassy yard on a sunny day, and bestowing
boundless doggie kisses on the cheeks of my caregiver.

Footsteps in the hall snap me out of my daydream. I
raise my head and peer between the bars.

Officer Tipton, no doubt. I’ve come to know his
voice as kind. Touch gentle. I am grateful he is going to be the
one to administer the lethal injection. Maybe he’ll cradle me in
his arms and hug me. Speak soothing words to me as he stabs the
needle into my vein.

“Let me know what you think,”
Officer Tipton says, quickly adding, “Angels and miracles abound on
this sacred night and sometimes in the most unlikely
places.”

“Time will tell.” The voice is
soft. Feminine.

Intrigued, I force my broad nose between the bars,
straining for a glimpse. And a whiff.

I watch the woman slip through the door that swings
shut with an eerie whine to which I’ve become accustomed. Her fancy
coat, pretty face, and musky perfume can’t mask the sorrow
emanating from within.

My heart beats a little faster.
Maybe I could
brighten her heavy heart.

As she approaches, I exert all the effort I can
rally to stand and wag my tail. Almost as quickly I fall, crashing
onto my side.

She notices. Rushes over. Kneels outside my cage and
reaches between the bars to caress the top of my head.

Her hand is warm. The depth of her love radiates
through her fingertips. I crawl on my belly and press my body
against the bars to nestle as close to her as possible.

She glances up at my paper posted outside my door.
“Rocco, you’re quite the handsome boy.”

Our eyes meet. A spark ignites. I’m smitten and I
think she is too. So happy, I pee myself. Instantly mortified, I
worry my mishap ruined the moment.

Withdrawing her hand, she stands and straightens her
coat.

My heart sinks. I thought we had connected…

Not willing to give up, I push to my feet and bark.
If she could understand me, she would know I am pledging to love
her with all of my heart always and forever.

She pauses. Turns. Smiles and shoots me a wink.

Though my back legs once again fail me and I
collapse onto my butt, I’m buoyed up with
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