Gray clouds plastered the sky on a warm afternoon in the heart of Landmine Flats, a small town on Florida’s seaside. A light rain was falling, pattering on the leaves of trees and the stone pavement, adding to the not-quite-uncomfortable humidity that was omnipresent in the state virtually year-round. Spring had come to an end, and the warm summer months had begun. And with those months came activities for a particular family.

On a corner of the sidewalk stood a tall, somewhat intimidating figure. Wearing jeans and a white tank top, the muscular golden-furred lab seemed unperturbed by the drizzle as he stood there with his hands in his pockets, shifting his weight from footpaw to footpaw. He had the appearance of a neighborhood ruffian, but his expression was calm and kind, like the face a father would wear. For good reason, too; as he stood there, Pup McGarth saw his twin children’s school bus turning onto their street. It was the last day of school before summer vacation for the two, and while Pup wouldn’t have been able to make it in time to pick them up himself, he had made sure to get off of work early enough to meet them at their bus stop.

The bright yellow vehicle rolled to a stop with an unpleasant squeal from its brakes. Pup had to take a step back to avoid getting splashed, the damp grass crunching beneath his bare footpaws. With a hiss sounding like an angry cat, the bus door swung open to reveal that the driver was, indeed, a slightly heavyset tabby cat. She looked quite jovial; whether this was her usual mood, or just because she’d finally be getting a break from the yelling elementary school kids on the bus, was up for debate.

After a moment, two children stepped off of the bus. Apart from their size, it was impossible to tell that they were twins, or even related in any way. One was a Dalmatian girl with flowing black hair; her name was Amelia, and she wore a light pink shirt and a long blue skirt. The other looked exactly like pup, from his golden fur to the little tuft of fluff on his head; he was named Lionel, his attire consisted of a red t-shirt and dark brown pants, the latter of which were held up with suspenders. They both wore bookbags on their back, and happy smiles on their faces.

They ran up to their grinning father as the bus drove away, their tails wagging from side to side as they embraced him warmly. Pup gave each of them a kiss on their forehead. “Hey, guys! How was your last day?”

“It was great, daddy!” Amelia replied. “Nothing was going on, so we just played games all day!”

“Yup! It was a free day!” Lionel affirmed. “No tests, no worksheet, no nothin’! We even got to visit other classes, and we’re never allowed to do that!”

“I’m gonna miss some of my friends during break,” commented Amelia, “but I’m super excited for the vacation! We’re gonna have so much fun!”

“Well, we’ll see about the fun part,” Pup interrupted, playfully smirking at the confused looks that crossed his kids’ faces. “That depends on your grades! You got your final report cards, didn’t you?”

Their faces lit up again as their tails resumed wagging. They nodded eagerly as they went to grab the papers out of their backpacks, but were halted by their father.

“Wait, the rain’s getting stronger, we don’t want the paper to get all wet.” A distant rumbling of thunder offered support to Pup’s statement. The raindrops were becoming larger and heavier, and the ambience had been replaced by the pounding of the drops hitting the ground. “C’mon, let’s hurry home so we don’t get too soaked. You can run, just watch out for cars.”

Lionel immediately grinned at Amelia. “Race ya!” He started sprinting down the pavement, with Amelia taking off right behind him. Pup chuckled and set off at a steady jog, keeping an eye and ear out for traffic.

Their house was only a few blocks down the road, so they didn’t have to run for very long. Pup caught up with his kids in time to see them poking fun at each other.

“You’re so slow, Ames!” taunted Lionel, grinning. “I beat you every time!”

“That’s only cuz you cheated!” retorted Amelia playfully. “You got a head start! You’re supposed to say ‘3, 2, 1, go,’ so we each have a fair chance!”

“Excuses, excuses!” was the cocky youth’s answer, his hands behind his head. In response, Amelia pretended to slug him in the stomach; it was just a light tap, as they’d never really try to hurt one another, but Lionel played it up as if he’d been full on punched. He fell to his knees, clutching his belly, and fake-whined, “Ohhh! Ohh, you got meeee!”

“That’s right, and you can’t do a thing about it, cuz you can’t hit girls!” Amelia giggled, crossing her arms sassily.

Pup chuckled at their playfulness, but the rain was starting to get heavier, and a bolt of lightning tore the sky far in the distance. “Alright kids, let’s get inside.”

Helping Lionel back to his feet, the father unlocked the door and ushered them inside. They lived in a two-story house; however, the ground floor consisted entirely of Pup’s garage, which doubled as his mechanic business’s home base. Thus, it was occupied mainly by tools and gadgets of all kinds for repairing and modifying cars, as well as a gorgeous, gleaming red racing car, as Pup was a part-time racer himself.

Once upstairs in the living quarters, the young’uns hurried to put their backpacks down on the couch so that they could fish out their report cards. They promptly shoved these papers into their father’s face, practically bouncing up and down in excitement. Pup gently placed his hands on the tops of their heads and guided them back to the couch, sitting them down on it.

“Alright, then! Amelia, let’s see yours first.” He smiled as the giggling Dalmatian handed him the paper, which he unfolded to see perfect marks across the board. “All A’s, that’s my girl! Good going!”

“Thank you, daddy!” Amelia jumped up and gave her father a hug, her tail wagging.

Pup kissed his daughter on the forehead, giving her the paper back. “Alright champ, let’s see yours now.” Lionel handed him his paper next, and once unfolded, it revealed marks that were almost as good as Amelia’s; a lone B was nestled in amongst the otherwise perfect grades. Pup cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, what’s this? Not straight A’s?”

Lionel shrugged sheepishly. “I mean, math is kinda hard…”

“That may be so, but I’m not sure I can let you have fun with grades like these…” Pup narrowed his eyes a bit, but then dropped the act and laughed out loud at Lionel’s expression. He ruffled the Labrador’s head fluff. “I’m kidding! You did great, pal! One little B is hardly anything to get upset over.” He smiled at his children and gave them both a hug at the same time. “I’m so proud of you guys.”

“Thanks, papa!” Lionel replied, smiling widely.

“Thanks, daddy!” chimed Amelia, giving Pup a kiss on his cheek.

The proud papa gave them each a pat on the head. “Now then, since you two got such amazing grades, let’s get summer started right away! What sounds fun to you guys? We’ll do anything that you want!”

“Oooh! How about a swim at the pond?” Amelia suggested, not missing a beat. There was a small pond roughly a quarter of a mile from where they lived that they frequented; it was perfect for swimming, since there was little to no wildlife in the area that could pose a threat to the young ones.

Lionel furrowed his brow. “I’m not so sure about that. It’s still raining, isn’t

it?”

Pup pushed aside some blinds at a window and looked outside. “It looks like it’s letting up. I think it’ll stop pretty soon. So what say you to a trip to the pond, champ?”

The young Lab smiled. “I say it sounds like an awesome idea!”

Pup grinned back. “That’s what I thought you’d say! Alright guys, go get changed into your bathing suits, and grab a little snack if you want to. We’ll leave here in five!”

The kids skedaddled to their rooms upon hearing that they had such a short time limit. Pup retreated to his own quarters, locking the door behind him. He fished out a pair of orange swim trunks from his dresser, but before he could put them on, he glanced at a picture in a frame. A wave of sadness briefly washed over him; it was a picture of him, his pups, and his wife, Dally. The Dalmatian had been away at college for four years now, working to earn her degree in cooking. She’d visited them during her own summer breaks, and had of course talked to them on the phone, but Pup missed her terribly. But he brightened up rather quickly; after all, his Dallymatian would be home for good within a few weeks. And with four years’ worth of studying cooking under her belt, no less!

The golden Lab stripped off his clothes and stepped into his bathing suit. Setting his garments on his bed with plans to change back into them later, he left his room and headed for the door that led to the stairs. He was surprised to see his kids already there and waiting for him, chowing down on some granola bars. “Wow, looks like you guys are pretty excited! You got here quick!”

“Nah, you’re just slow!” teased Amelia, who had donned a purple one-piece swimsuit. Lionel–he wore green swim trunks with blue Hawaiian-style flowers– chuckled a bit at Amelia’s response.

Pup smirked and gave his daughter’s nose a soft boop as he approached them, opening the door. “You are just like your mother, Ames. Tongue and all!”

“No way! Mom’s not nearly as annoying as she is!” countered Lionel, giving his sister a cheeky wink before dashing out the door and down the stairs. Amelia and Pup exchanged a glance and shrugged before following.

The kids chased each other around in the driveway while Pup locked the house up. He led the way down the road, keeping his children close to him while keeping an eye and ear out for traffic. They lived in a somewhat secluded neighborhood, however, and as a result they saw few cars on their short voyage.

After several minutes of walking along and joking with one another, they stepped away from the road and into a small grove, where they arrived at their destination. The drizzle had ceased, though the sky was still plagued by light gray clouds. The air, while quite humid, was pleasantly cool.

The pond that they’d arrived at reflected the cloudy sky. It was a decent size, being a few hundred meters in length and width, but only got really deep towards the middle. A dilapidated wooden dock led from the shore about twenty meters into the pond. Pup made sure that his kids didn’t go too far out in the water past the dock; they were perfectly adept swimmers, but he was admittedly overly cautious when it came to potentially dangerous situations.

Before Amelia and Lionel could dash into the pond, Pup grabbed them by their shoulders, pulling them back. “Whoa whoa, hold your horses, kiddos. Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Oh, right!” exclaimed Amelia. “We play rock-paper-scissors first!”

The trio each put a hand out, balled into a fist, and Pup started the countdown. “Rock, paper, scissors…shoot!” He stuck out two fingers to make a pair of scissors, while the kids simultaneously deployed paper. Pup smirked a bit as they ‘awwed,’ but didn’t protest as their father approached the dock.

Pup stretched as he stood at the beginning of the pier, as if to warm up. He then took off running, his bare footpaws hammering against the wooden slabs, and jumped when he reached the end of the platform, executing a dive that was rather graceful for someone his size. He landed in the water with a mighty splash, and his children ran to the edge of the pier to see him as he surfaced.

They scanned the rippling water, looking for their father. The water was quite murky, and it was difficult to see underneath; however, they were sure that it was shallow at this point, and that most of Pup’s torso would be visible if he were to

stand up. They furrowed their brow as a few seconds passed without the Lab resurfacing.

“Um…dad?” Lionel called out, scanning the pond’s surface. He shared a brief, worried look with his sister, which was interrupted when the water broke. They gasped and squealed in terror as a tall, slimy, brown thing emerged from the depths, its arms held high above its head. They fell on their rear ends as they scurried backwards, trying get away from the creature. The thing let out a roar…with a voice that sounded uncannily familiar to the pair.

They groaned and rolled their eyes, realizing they’d been tricked. Lionel said, “Very funny, dad.”

“I’m not daaaaad, I’m the creature from the murrrrky abyyyys!” growled the mud-coated Labrador, right before he burst into laughter, wiping some of the muck off his face. “I guess there was a mudslide, what with all the rain we’ve been having lately. The pond has gotta be half mud at this point!”

“Then move aside, I’m coming iiiiin!” Amelia whooped as she jumped off the edge of the pier, tucking her legs in as she cannonballed into the muddy water, splashing both Pup and Lionel. Her brother jumped in right after her, producing another small tidal wave of mud. Their father stood close by, his instincts telling him to help if they didn’t surface right away.

They did surface, of course, and they were as covered in mud as Pup was. To amuse them, the Lab yipped in mock fear and recoiled from the sight of their goop-covered forms, falling down much like they had. He fell in a shallower spot, so his head and shoulders were still above the water as his backside sank into the muck on the pond’s floor.

The family all laughed at one another as the kids waded over to Pup to help pull him back onto his feet. However, they didn’t realize that their father had scooped up a pawful of mud in each of his hands, which he proceeded to dump on each of their heads! They yipped and growled at their father, shaking off the sludge and retaliating by splashing him with muddy water. He chuckled and shielded his face with his arms, but when he realized that such a defense was futile, he turned around and lunged, swimming out towards the center of the pond.

The group swam around for the better part of an hour, enjoying a family outing that was much-needed for all of them. They would have stayed until it was time for dinner, by the gray skies opened up once again, and the drizzle began anew.

Knowing that it could be dangerous to stay in the muddy water with a storm overhead, Pup corralled his children back to the bank.

“Dumb rain!” said Lionel, pouting. “Why is it always so rainy?”

Pup sighed and shrugged. “Welp, that’s Florida for you. Sunshine State my tail, there’s more rain than sun.” He combed some of the mud out of his fur. “Ah well, no point in crying over spilled milk. Let’s go on home and get cleaned up, we’ll have dinner and a movie night. Sound good to you guys?”

“Yeah!” the kids exclaimed in unison. Flecks of mud flew off of their wagging

tails.

The trio set off the way they had come, leaving the grove and finding the side of the road again. The drizzle picks up into a steady pour, but this doesn’t bother them, since it helps wash off some of the grime from their fur. They thought that their excitement for the day was over and done with, but soon realized that this wasn’t quite the case.

Halfway home, they nearly bumped into a cow that was turning around a corner. Pup stopped himself and his children just in time, which they were all immediately thankful for when they recognized the figure that they’d encountered. She was a short woman, partially due to the way her back was hunched. She was old as well, far older than the thirty-year-old Pup, which showed in her style of dress; her solid blue dress and matching hat with a red flower made it look as though the cow had stepped straight out of a 50s film. She carried a parasol in one hoofhand, and a shopping bag in the other. She was known as Miss Hornster, a grouchy, unmarried old steer that was malcontent with virtually everything. She was known to the family simply as ‘the Witch.’

Miss Hornster’s eyes narrowed at the sight of the mud-covered group, wrinkling her snout distastefully. Before Pup could apologize for nearly running into her, she mooed shrilly, “Why, I never! Look at you two!” She gestured at the kids. “You’re a mess! Absolutely filthy! You ought to be ashamed of yourselves! Did you go find a mud puddle to roll in or something? Honestly, kids these days!”

The pair took a step back as Pup spoke up, a hint of anger coloring his voice, though he remained impressively calm otherwise. “Who do you think you are, speaking to my children that way? They were just having a bit of fun. Do you have a problem-”

The cow’s expression became even more repulsed when she saw that Pup was covered in mud as well. “Look at you! Why, no wonder they’re a mess. Has it ever crossed your mind that you need to, I don’t know, set an example for your children instead of being such an irresponsible father?”

Lionel and Amelia couldn’t help but cower as they watched their father’s expression turn from calm to enraged in a heartbeat. He rarely ever got this mad, and certainly never at his family; but hearing the old cow mocking him arrogantly pushed him over the edge. Raising his voice, almost yelling right in Miss Hornster’s face, he growled, “Now, listen here! These two pups are mine, not yours! You have no say in what they or I do, especially since you don’t have a calf of your own! It’s easy to see why, considering what a bitch you are–and that’s coming from a dog!”

Miss Hornster, completely aghast, tried to speak up, but Pup continued talking over her. To her credit, she didn’t once flinch or step back from the Labrador, who could have really put a hurting on her if he wanted to. Luckily for her, he just wasn’t the kind of person who would do something like that, no matter how upset he got.

“I’m raising them to be good, law-abiding citizens. That’s what matters. So what if they like to play around? They’re kids, they need to have their fun. So what if they like to get a bit dirty? Again, they’re kids, that’s what they do! So what if their father joins in? That’s what being a family is all about! Get it? We’re a family, and we’ll do what we damn well please. If it doesn’t hurt anyone, we more than have the right to enjoy time together. Think about that when you’re sitting by yourself at the dinner table tonight, hmm?”

Steaming with anger, Pup ushered his children forward, making sure to brush his muddy tail against the stunned cow’s dress as they walked past. Thunder rumbled in the distance, as if shadowing the father’s fury. They didn’t say much until their house was finally in sight.

Pup sighed. “I, uh…I’m sorry you guys had to see that back there. That was no way to handle the situation.”

“Are you kidding? That was great!” Amelia yipped, wagging her tail.

“Yeah, you gave that old witch a good seeing-to!” Lionel chimed in, grinning. “Besides, she couldn’t just get away with the stuff that she said.”

“Yes, she didn’t have any right to say what she said,” Pup agreed. “She has no say in what we do, and she especially doesn’t get to question my authority. But,

even still, I could’ve handled the situation a bit better. I certainly don’t like swearing in front of you guys either, so I’m particularly sorry about that.” He sighed again. “That old cow just…there’s something about her that boils the blood.”

The kids stopped walking, which forced the Lab to stop as well. They gave him a tight hug. Amelia said, “Don’t be sorry, daddy! That’s probably the only way you could get your point across to that ol’ witch.” She giggled. “And if it’s the cussing that you’re worried about, we definitely won’t be saying that stuff, right Lionel?”

“Right!” her brother confirmed, nodding earnestly.

Pup smiled at his children, rubbing their heads. “Thanks, you guys. But still, it’s–” He stopped and shook his head. “You know what, never mind. Let’s just drop it and enjoy the rest of the day together, yeah?” He gave the key to Lionel. “You two run inside and get showered off. I’ll clean myself up with the hose.” There were only two showers in their house.

“Ok, dad!” they said in unison, hurrying upstairs and into the house. Pup knew that there’d be some muddy tracks to clean up; thankfully, their house consisted mostly of hardwood floor.

Pup went around to the back of the house, turning on the hose. He rinsed himself off, stoically enduring the icy cold water. By the time he was finished, it was really beginning to pour, so he hurried into the garage, where he would stay and air-dry until one of his kids was done in the shower, so that he could take their place. He watched for a moment as the rain poured down before closing the garage door.

-----------------

After the trio had gotten cleaned up and eaten a hearty meal of fish and mashed potatoes for dinner, Lionel and Amelia sat on the sofa as Pup looked for a movie that they could all enjoy. They quickly settled on The Lion King, a big family favorite for them that was watched at least once every other week. The Lab popped the movie in, grabbed the remote, and plopped down on the couch in between the two young’uns. They immediately formed a snuggle pile with him.

Pup grabs some blankets that they kept on the couch for night like these and handed them out. The pajama-clad trio spread the blankets out, cuddling up underneath them. They sat quietly through the first few previews; Pup turned up the

volume so that the TV could be heard over the pattering of rain against the roof outside, and the occasional distant rumble of thunder.

Lionel spoke up suddenly. “I miss doing this with mom.”

“I do too,” Amelia agreed. “I miss doing a lot of stuff with mommy.”

Pup frowned, hugging his children closer to him. “Well…so do I. But hey, we’ve managed so far, surely we can manage another few nights, right? After all, Dally’s almost finished up with college. She’ll be home in a matter of weeks!” He smiled. “And then she’s gonna show us all sorts of stuff she learned. She was a great cook before, but I can’t wait to see what she’ll make with four years’ worth of education about it!”

Lionel and Amelia giggled. The latter said, “As long as we have our mama back, I don’t really care how good of a cook she is. We’ll have her, and that’s what really matters!”

“Of course; the food is just a bonus,” Pup agreed with a chuckle. “Believe me, I’m just as excited as you two for her to get home.”

They sat in silence for a few more previews. Then Amelia said, “Thanks for taking us out to play today, daddy. I had a lot of fun.”

“Yeah! Not even that ol’ witch Hornster could ruin it, no matter how hard she tried!” Lionel said with a smirk, shaking his fist for emphasis.

Pup smiled. “I had fun too, guys. It’s nice to get out and get a bit dirty every now and then. Just forgetting all the stress and troubles of life for a little while.” He scratched behind his head when the kids looked at him quizzically. “Er, never mind that last bit. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

Amelia giggled, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “You’re a funny daddy!”

“But you’re an awesome dad, too!” Lionel chimed. “Not many dads that I know of would get in a mud pond with their kids!”

The elder Lab hugged his children tightly; Lionel’s words had a childish innocence to them, and Pup was the only one who really understood the gravity of his words. “Well…I guess all I can really say is that I’m glad to have such amazing kids.” Cuddling with the pair, he pressed a button on the remote, and the movie began playing.

