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Anna and

The Boy Who Talked to Dogs

By Bill Schweitzer

What would happen if the aliens came? They may not communicate the way we do. This might lead to serious misunderstandings.

Praise for Anna and The Boy Who Talked to Dogs

In his novella “Anna and The Boy Who Talked to Dogs,” Bill Schweitzer weaves a poignant tale in which a group of young friends growing up in Austin, Texas in the late 1950s take under their wings a 6-year-old learning-disabled boy who nonetheless appears to have an uncanny ability to communicate with dogs. Together they navigate the world of childhood – and dogs – while along the way life lessons about caring for others and being cared for as well.

Patti Liszkay – author of Tropical Depression

~ ~ ~
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I’VE GOT SUCH A CRUSH. Anna, Bobby, and of course Sam, the spaniel with whom our artistically gifted boy communicates, are uniquely delightful characters-so thoroughly drawn they engage the reader every bit as much as their adventures do—good and bad. I especially love Anna’s beguiling and entertaining interior monologues, which weave a rich tapestry of the people and dogs inhabiting these neighborhoods where both the hurts and heroics take place. In addition to their entertainment value, these stories reveal what it is to be different, misguided, insecure, as well as compassionate and brave. And at times, even a little magical.

— Marlis Broadhead, author of The Man on The Floating Bridge

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


WHIMSICAL STORIES THAT will captivate you. These feel-good stories of a time lost to us bring out the innocence of kids and a simpler time. The humorous adventures of the children will grow on you with their own identities and traits. And let’s be honest, any dog owner would love to communicate with their best friend.

— Stephen W. Briggs, author of the Family of Killers series of books

~ ~ ~
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1 - Bobby and the Mean Boys
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Little Bobby Randall was a most unfortunate child. According to his mother, who should have known, he was just “Born wrong.” 

Well, maybe. 

This is the story of how I got to know him, how he learned to talk to dogs, and why that led to our becoming lifelong friends. I’m an old lady now, but I still remember it clearly. Bobby told me many of these details years later, after he became better at talking to humans.

The year I first got to know Bobby was 1958, when I was a mere girl of 11. I say got to know, instead of met, because no one really met him. You see, he wasn’t very good at talking to people. He wasn’t very good at much, or so it seemed. One thing he was not so good at was understanding what people meant when they talked. This, of course, was a large part of the reason he was not good at talking to them. He didn’t know many words, and even when people talked to him using short words, he had a most distressing way of misinterpreting what they said. 

For example, that year he went to summer day camp at Camp Craft. On the first day, his mother asked him what he learned in camp. Bobby’s answers were simple and direct, as though he was quoting his counselor at the camp:

“Bobby, please take your seat.”

“Bobby, please stop talking.”

“Don’t throw kitty in the pool.”

With perfect timing, the phone rang and the man told his mother that Bobby would not be welcome back at Camp Craft. This was very upsetting to her, I’m sure. As a result, Bobby was left on his own for much of the summer. This was regrettable because so many of the other children were just, well, mean to him. I’m sorry to say that, but it was true. Of course, I always took up for him. I’m Anna Belle Cook​1, but I wanted everyone to call me Anna, without the Belle. I didn’t much like the Belle, didn’t like the way it sounded when Mom called me, or when my teacher called the role. They always said my name with a rising inflection, with emphasis on the Belle, and made it sound as though there were two syllables — “Anna BEH-ELL.” That made the hair on my arms stand on end. When I started Junior High the next year, I dropped the Belle, and I have been just plain Anna since that time.

I was what was called a tomboy. A tomboy being a girl who acted more like a boy, liked to play rough boys’ games such as football, and DID NOT like to dress up in frilly girls’ clothes. That was me to a “T”.  Even in the summer I didn’t wear the short shorts that were in style, I just cut off old jeans and let the frayed threads hang down. I wore old tee shirts and ragged sneakers to complete my ensembles. 

One day in early June, I was out front when two bullies chased Bobby into my yard. I knew these kids and their reputation for being big bullies. Poor little Bobby, who was only 6, was crying and frightened. They must have pushed him down into a puddle of mud. His pale blue eyes were wet with tears, there was mud on his face, his little tee shirt was torn, and he ran toward me to escape from them. The boys chasing him were much bigger and older than Bobby — they were my age. Those boys went to my school, and when I went to Junior High the next year, they continued to go to my old school because they both flunked just about everything! 

Mom and I lived alone because, well, that’s another story, and a long one, but anyway it was just Mom and me. So, she was especially careful to teach me how to take care of myself. That’s why I knew the correct way to throw a punch. A lot of girls (and some boys) tuck their thumbs into their hands when they make a fist. Bad idea. That can break your thumb. Leave it on the outside and keep your fist clenched tight. When you throw the punch, slide your leading foot forward; if you’re left-handed like me, it’s the left one. Don’t loop your hand around in a big circle, punch straight from the shoulder with your body weight behind the punch and let your hand twist naturally (the word for this is “pronate.”) If you’re a lefty, it goes clockwise, and this adds power to the punch.

Seeing those big boys picking on Bobby made me mad. I used to say things like “That rots my socks!” to mean something made me mad, and this really rotted my socks. I went up to the biggest one, Eddie Jenkins, and punched him right in his stupid nose. Hard.

Years later, Bobby told me he thought it was interesting to see the blood come out of the boy’s nose and watch him cry and run away. When I punched Eddie, Bobby yelled, “Anna SQUIRT!” This meant I made blood squirt out of the boy’s nose. When I punched the other boy, Carleton Wiser, Bobby yelled, “Anna TOOF!” This meant I missed his nose but knocked out one of his teeth.

Oh, I know, these days they tell you not to fight, and to find better ways to settle your differences, and that IS true. But those days were those days, and besides, nobody could appeal to Eddie Jenkins and Carlton Wiser with kindness and logic. Those two were just purely mean and deserved exactly what they got, even if it did lead to a whole bunch of trouble later on, but that is a story for another day. 

I’ll tell you a secret, one I found to be quite funny. Back then, if a girl had a fight with a boy and won, he would never admit it! So, you would not get in trouble. If you were the girl, that is. I always smiled when I thought about this.

~~~
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ONCE MOM TOLD ME ABOUT a play with a character named Blanche Dubois, who said “I have always depended on the kindness of others.” Bobby didn’t get much of that sort of kindness, so I wonder if this incident was why Bobby (and Sam) began hanging out at my house so often? They did, and this led to many more adventures. But those are stories for another day.
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Mostly, Bobby just wandered around the neighborhood. His mother preferred it that way, as she considered it most inconvenient to have him at home. Like the incident with those bullies, Bobby told me about this years later. When he was at home, Bobby got bored easily and did some pretty crazy stuff. He liked to turn on the stovetop to see which things would catch fire and which wouldn’t. The morning paper worked well, it caught easily and created a blazing fire with clouds of black smoke every time. His mother’s glasses wouldn’t catch fire, but the frame melted in a very intriguing way. It was also interesting, and fun, to put various things in the electric dryer and turn it on. The big dial turned it on and the handle opened the door. One time Bobby poured in a pail of water to see what would happen to water when it dried. It didn’t. Shoes, coins and building blocks banged around, but crayons just melted. That was fun for a while, and he watched through the little window in the door of the dryer. For some reason, however, his mother didn’t share his enthusiasm when he performed these little experiments, even when he looked up at her with big innocent eyes, and smiled that crooked, sunny smile of his. So, he was allowed (and I am being charitable by saying “allowed,” some people might say “forced”) to play outside all day.

Bobby’s best friend was named Sam. Sam was a dog, some sort of spaniel with long brown and white hair, and more of the little bugs called ticks than you can possibly imagine. Ticks, I’m very sorry to say, like to get on dogs and bite them. Ticks are nasty little things. They’re dirty brown and have a whole bunch of tiny legs that feel creepy if they crawl on you. After they bite, they suck blood from whatever poor dog they have bitten, and it makes them (the ticks, not the dogs) swell up with all the blood. Sam had ticks all along his back. He had ticks all over his bushy tail. He had ticks on his chest, and belly, and legs, all four of them. He even had ticks on his big floppy ears. Oh, and on his neck.

Bobby liked to play two games with Sam. He called one “Get the Ball.”  If you threw an old ball, a tennis ball maybe, Sam would run and get it and bring it back to you. He’d smile, wag his tail and drop it right at your feet so you could throw it again. Bobby couldn’t throw properly, so the ball never went very far, but Sam didn’t seem to mind. The other game was “Pick the Bugs.”  You could pull them right off, and if you squished them with your shoe, they squirted blood. Bobby played Pick the Bugs with Sam for hours, and Sam liked this game a lot. 

No one seemed to know where Sam lived. He didn’t have a collar, and he was skinny, but not too skinny, so he must have been eating somewhere, and he didn’t seem too thirsty, so he must have been getting plenty to drink. Of course, there were all sorts of places to find water in those days, and kind people who might be good for a bone or two. Once Bobby saw Sam licking water from a sprinkler where a man was watering his yard.

One day in June, a day much like any other day (except that this was the day Bobby learned to talk to dogs), I found him sitting on the curb playing Pick the Bugs with Sam. I found the way he did this endearing. He would pick off a tick, drop it on the ground and step on it, then bend over to see the blood that had sprayed out onto the ground. Following this, he would wrap his little arms around Sam’s neck and say something like, “Sam BAD BUG!” There would be tears in his big, pale-blue eyes and his large forehead would wrinkle with concern. When I asked him what he was doing, he just demonstrated how he picked the ticks off Sam and squished them. Bobby had a hard time putting things into words, so it was easier for him to show me. Bobby liked me even if he had trouble understanding the things I said (he had trouble understanding everyone.) He liked my long, careless, red-orange braids (I say careless because the rubber bands I used to secure them kept popping off and the ends of the braids would frizz and blow around.) He also liked my face full of spots. The spots are called freckles, but Bobby didn’t know that. I had plenty of them and for some reason Bobby liked them. He liked to look at them closely and would sometimes reach up and touch a freckle with a cautious fingertip.

When I saw how badly Sam was infested with ticks, it broke my little 11-year-old heart. It’s not such a good idea to just pick ticks off a dog. The ticks bury their heads under the skin and those heads stay there when you pull the rest of the tick off. It’s much better to use something like tick powder to get rid of them. Tick powder makes the ticks back out and die, and take their heads along with them. 

I went into the house and raided my piggy bank to get enough money to buy tick powder. Mom and I didn’t have a lot of money. She was a nurse, a registered one, but women weren’t paid very well in those days (even less than today!), so we didn’t enjoy many luxuries. I was quite frugal though and had saved up birthday money and the pittance I got from babysitting
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