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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.

It was just him and Smitty now.
And that was enough.
Mornings became sacred. Not in a religious way—he’d stopped going to church after they buried his mother—but in the rhythm of small rituals. He'd wake with the sun bleeding through the old curtain, every joint screaming, every breath harder than it should be. Smitty would already be watching, head resting on the bed's edge, brown eyes glassy with age and loyalty.

“Still here, huh?” he’d say, voice cracking. And Smitty, as if on cue, would thump his tail once against the floor. Just once.

That was the kind of love they shared—no need for spectacle. Just presence.

He’d shuffle to the kitchen, fill the kettle, and let it whistle while he gave Smitty his breakfast—half a scrambled egg and a little piece of toast. The dog didn’t eat much anymore. His legs were stiff, his gait slower. He coughed now and then, a dry hack that made the man wince every time he heard it. They were both fading, slowly, together.

After breakfast, they’d sit on the porch. Him in the creaky rocker, Smitty curled on the mat, paws crossed like a gentleman. They’d listen. Just listen. To birds arguing in the oaks. To the occasional car crunching gravel. To the silence between the wind.

He often wondered what Smitty heard that he couldn’t.

Sometimes he talked to him—not out loud, not always—but in that way only a man does with something he knows won’t ever leave him. He told him stories from his boyhood. Told him about his father, who never understood softness. About the girl he let go because he was too afraid to let someone love him. About the night he first held his mother’s hand while she passed.

And Smitty listened. Always listened.

No judgment. No questions. Just that steady, quiet gaze that said, You’re not alone. Not now. Not yet.

The nights were harder. The pain sharpened around 7 p.m., like it was keeping a schedule. He’d lie on the couch, thin blanket across his chest, TV flickering but ignored. Smitty would jump up with some effort, groaning as he settled by his feet, pressing close like a furnace. Some nights the man would cry without knowing why. Other nights he’d laugh, whispering old stories into the dark until his throat gave out.

It wasn’t much of a life by the world’s standards.

But it was theirs.

And in the quietest moments, when the pain was at its worst, he found peace not in prayers or pills, but in Smitty’s breathing. Slow. Steady. Faithful.

A rhythm that said: We’re still here.
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Chapter Three: The Night I Found Him
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It was raining like the sky was grieving something the earth had done.

Not a soft rain. Not the kind you sit on porches and sip coffee to. This was the kind of rain that slapped the windshield, that made headlights into halos and turned the world into a blurred memory.

He was driving nowhere that night. Just... away. From what, he didn’t know exactly. The past? The silence of a house too big for one man? Maybe from himself.

The truck rumbled down the old highway, wipers squeaking on every pass, country radio humming through static. His chest ached—not from the sickness that would come years later, but from the emptiness. The kind that built up over time, like rust on an old gate no one bothers to oil.

He had just left his mother’s funeral three days before. Still wore the black tie, crumpled on the passenger seat, next to the uneaten sandwich she would’ve made him bring. The hospice bed had been wheeled out already. The oxygen tank collected. All that remained in her room was the faint smell of lavender and something less describable—grief made into scent.

It was around 9:40 p.m. when he pulled off the road, needing gas. The storm hadn’t let up. The canopy over the old station was leaking. One of the lights flickered like it was gasping its last breath.

And that’s when he saw him.

A shape. Curled up just beneath the trash
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