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Strange things had always happened in Crooked Bay, but nothing so peculiar as the evening the entire canine population seemed to lose its collective mind.

On the first night, it started subtly enough: a low, nervous woof from Mrs. Prendergast’s ancient beagle, followed by a chorus of yips up and down Birch Lane. By midnight, the dissonant howling shook the windowpanes and threatened to splinter the moonlight in two. The village's foggy peace was broken as every single dog—regardless of age, breed, or temperament—barked, bayed, or howled in eerie unison. 

Old Edna Barkley, who had not slept through the night since Eisenhower’s second term, shuffled to her stoop in slippers, certain the barks signified an impending doom. She glared into the darkness and cursed the dogs by name, but even her formidable reputation failed to silence them.

And yet, when the rest of the villagers stumbled out with flashlights and hastily knotted bathrobes, the only thing they discovered was the entire dog population at the center of the village green, sitting in a perfect circle, watching the empty gazebo as if waiting for a performance to begin. The ring of dogs stared at the gazebo, chests puffed, with an air of mutual importance, and not a single person dared to draw closer. 

After twenty minutes, the animals rose in unison and trotted calmly home, taking their confused owners with them. For the rest of the night, the air was so still that people swore they could hear the tide pulling at the edge of the bay, or the distant hoot of an owl up over Bender’s Bluff.

No one spoke much of it the next day. Crooked Bay was the type of place where a man could argue with his own mailbox and still be voted onto the town council, so most chalked it up to nerves or possibly a full moon. But when the dogs repeated their midnight assembly the following night, and the next, and the next—always at precisely twelve o’clock, always with the same eerie group discipline—the village’s mood shifted from amusement to unease.

By the fifth night, Mrs. Prendergast’s nerves were so frayed she called an emergency meeting at the Buttery Bean café with a voice so shrill it rattled the scones in their glass case. Word spread faster than a cold in kindergarten. By sunset, half the village crammed shoulder to shoulder under the café’s ancient beamed ceiling, ducking between potted ferns and the seasonal bunting strung like prayer flags above the mismatched couches. 

The sweet, yeasty fog of cinnamon rolls hung heavy in the air, unable to smother the sharper tang of anxiety or the raw adrenaline of a population on the verge of panic. 

People whispered in clusters, clutching steaming mugs and shooting nervous glances at the street outside, as if expecting a pack of possessed terriers to storm the door at any moment. The meeting’s chair, by unspoken consensus, defaulted to Mrs. Prendergast, who by then had worked herself into an impressive state of high dudgeon. She perched dramatically on a stool by the pastry counter, powdered sugar dusting her sleeve, and struck the side of her mug with a spoon to command silence.

The debate began immediately and with little hope of resolution. 

“It’s a sign,” declared Reverend Buckley, rising so his clerical collar caught the light. He thumped his palm on the tabletop and fixed the assembly with his best doomsayer’s stare. “Canine madness presages greater calamity. We must prepare ourselves!” At least one old-timer in the back crossed herself; another, less convinced, muttered something about the reverend having predicted the apocalypse every year since the Y2K scare.

Marge Lister, the retired science teacher, was having none of it. “It’s the water,” she retorted, voice thick with the authority of someone who had once run the high school’s entire chemistry department. Marge had harbored a vendetta against the new well-digger ever since he playfully suggested she looked like an oxidized apple at a church picnic. “Frankly, I wouldn’t put it past that shifty-eyed Sweeney to spike the pipes with—” Here she paused for effect, “something illicit.” Gasps and snorts of disbelief vied for dominance. 

“Absolute nonsense,” bellowed Old Edna Barkley, who had been standing by the window, scowling at the moon as if she might be able to frighten it back behind the clouds. “It’s probably just a pack of raccoons, or those feral cats from the bus depot. Dogs go nuts for less,” she said, waving off the crowd as if she alone could restore order by sheer force of will.

Tony from the post office, whose main hobbies included sorting mail and spreading rumors, tried to calm everyone from behind a barricade of café chairs. “It’s just a phase,” he said, voice pitched higher than usual. “Like when the pigeons nested in the laundromat’s vent and everyone freaked out for a week. Give it time, they’ll get bored.” His attempt at reassurance only drew a fresh round of tense laughter and several pointed glares. 

By closing time, the Buttery Bean’s owner, a stoic woman named Carla with formidable espresso skills and a zero-tolerance policy on loitering, began stacking chairs with a subtle violence that indicated she meant business. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here,” she announced. Nobody moved.

That was when Eddie Blunt, the town’s only mechanic, suggested they call in help. “We need the real authorities,” he said, arms crossed over a faded jumpsuit. “Let’s get some big city animal control out here. Or the National Guard. Hell, even a news crew.” 

But the nearest police station was two towns away, and as several people reminded him, the last time Crooked Bay required police intervention, it ended with the officers losing a cow for nearly a week and then writing a letter of apology to the mayor—who, incidentally, was also the one who reported the cow missing in the first place.

Discussion descended into a kind of frantic free-for-all, punctuated by the sound of spoons clinking and the hiss of the milk frother. Theories multiplied and mutated: maybe the dogs were communicating with something extraterrestrial, or perhaps the high schoolers were playing one of their elaborate pranks again (memories of the Great Flamingo Caper still ran deep). A small but vocal contingent decided that the only way to resolve the situation was to consult someone who specialized in the unusual, the improbable, and, ideally, the absurd.

So it was that, after a full hour and three pots of burnt decaf, an unusually united mob of Crooked Bay townsfolk filed out into the chill night and, by the light of a shared flashlight, marched down Willow Street to the home of Reggie Smithers.

Reggie, barely thirty but already in possession of thinning hair and a wardrobe that consisted entirely of tweed jackets, was the closest thing Crooked Bay had to law enforcement or, for that matter, intrigue. His only clients so far had been elderly women with suspiciously missing knitting needles and one time, a teenager convinced the neighbor’s lawn flamingo was watching him. 

Reggie’s highlight case, to date, was the recovery of a set of dentures from the depths of a rain barrel, but he approached every mystery with the seriousness of a detective in a hardboiled pulp novel.

The crowd huddled on Reggie’s porch, breathing clouds into the air, and waited as Mrs. Prendergast banged the knocker with such vigor it threatened to come loose. Curtains twitched. A light flicked on. After a long minute, the door swung open to reveal Reggie, shoeless, frowning, and clutching a notebook as if he’d been asleep with it in hand.

“What’s the case?” he asked, before anyone could even introduce the problem. 

His business cards read “Private Investigator,” though he had never once been paid for his services. Reggie opened his door, blinking owlishly at the sea of worried faces and rumpled pajamas. He listened intently as Mrs. Prendergast recounted the nightly canine rituals, taking copious notes on a pad shaped like a doughnut. “Strange,” he murmured, “very strange indeed. This looks like a pattern.” 

After much hand-wringing and several plates of shortbread, the villagers left Reggie alone to contemplate the case. He promised them answers, or at the very least, a plausible explanation. As Reggie stared out at the moonlit village green, he wondered if the solution would be as simple as a raccoon under the gazebo—or as complex as something that would make the national news.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Why Are the
Dogs Barkmg"






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





