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For Garrett and Ewan:

Welcome to the world!
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One day it occurred to me that the warm, squeaky, smelly things squirming around next to me were my brothers and sisters. I was very disappointed.

For a little while now, I had been pushing and shoving those wiggling objects aside so that I could get at my mother’s furry warmth and her rich, delicious milk. So those things that had been getting in the way of my food were other puppies like me!

I blinked up at my mother, silently asking her to please get rid of the rest. I wanted her all to myself.

But she didn’t. It seemed that my brothers and sisters were here to stay.

In that case, I decided, I was going to be the one in charge. But my littermates didn’t seem to understand. I’d try to grab one by the back of the neck, and two or three others would jump on top of me. By the time I’d shaken them off, the pup I’d been trying to teach a lesson to would be wrestling with someone else. If I tried a menacing growl, all my brothers and sisters just growled joyously back.

So irritating.

When I wasn’t trying to make my littermates understand how the world worked, I’d explore a little. From the first, I could hear a lot of barking, and I smelled other dogs nearby. When I crawled out of a pile of siblings to see what I could see, the surface beneath my paws was rough and hard, and after a few steps my nose bumped into a wire fence. I was in a cage with a cement floor.

On the other side of the wire there were more puppies. These were not blond with dark eyes, like my siblings and my mother and me. They were tiny, energetic little guys with dark markings and hair that stuck up all over the place. They looked like they might be fun to play with, but that wire was between us.

When I turned around to look at the cage on the opposite side, I saw a female dog, white with black spots. Her belly hung down near the floor, and she moved slowly. She gave me one glance but didn’t seem very interested.

On a third side of the cage there was a door. I’d noticed that door before. Every day a man would come by with a bowl of food for my mother, and he’d open the door and put the food in. She would get to her feet, shake off a puppy or two, and gulp her meal down, coming back to us as quickly as she could.

This was the first time I had taken a close look at what was beyond that door. Grass. A long strip of lawn that teased my nose with the smells of moist earth and growing things. Around the lawn was a wooden fence.

It was all a lot to take in. I stumbled back to my mother and settled down for a nap on top of two sisters.

The next day, when the man came by, I was paying attention. He had a bowl of food in one hand and a piece of paper in the other, and he was frowning at it.

“Yorkshire terriers, week or so,” he said, looking in the cage next door, the one with the puppies. Then he stopped in front of our cage and peered inside it. “Golden retrievers, probably three weeks yet, and got a dalmatian ready to pop any day.”

I could tell that he was not saying those words to any of the dogs. He never spoke to us. Quickly, he opened the door of our cage. I trotted over, eager to see what that green grass might feel like under my feet. But the man pushed me aside with a grunt, not very roughly, but not gently either. He put the bowl down in front of my mother.

Then he swung the door shut.

I tried to get a taste of what was in that bowl, but my mother nudged me away with her nose. It didn’t smell as nice as milk, anyway. The man moved on, coming back with more bowls in his hands. He put the bowls of food down in the grass and went to the cage on our right. He opened the door, and then he did something that surprised me—he left it open! The puppies with the wiry fur—terriers, the man had called them—tumbled out onto the grass.

“No, not you,” the man said to their mother, pushing her back from the door the way he had pushed me.

I watched jealously as those little fur balls romped all over the grass. Their mother whimpered quietly behind her closed door. The man walked away, leaving the yard by a gate in the wooden fence while the puppies rolled on the grass and bit it and barked at it. One peed on it, and then everybody else of course had to sniff that spot carefully.

Then one of the puppies discovered a bowl of food by falling face-first into it. He came up with a snort, licked sticky brown glop from his nose, and fell in again. All of his brothers and sisters crowded around and did the same thing.

After the food was gone, the puppies came over to our cage door to sniff us. I licked at the leftover food on their faces while one of my brothers stood on my head. Then they left us to run up and down the grass, barking, tripping, getting back up. I saw that there were more cages to the left and to the right. The puppies raced up and down, sniffing the noses of every dog they could reach.

I wished I could be out there with them. I had explored as much as I could inside our little cage, with its smells of mother and puppies, food and milk. I was ready for more.

When the man came back into the yard, he left the gate open behind him. I could see a tiny sliver of blue sky, green trees, and dark roadway beyond. Longing seized me. There was something out there for me—I knew it. Something important. Something that I needed. If I were ever running free in the grass, I would head right out that open gate. I couldn’t understand why the terrier puppies didn’t, but they were all too busy wrestling.

The man scooped up two puppies, one in each hand, and carried them out through the gate. He made two more trips for the rest. And then they were gone.

The yard was suddenly awfully quiet without all of their tiny, high-pitched barks. Their mother put her paws up on the gate and cried. Then she dropped down to pace back and forth.

The man came by her cage and looked at her, but he didn’t call out to her, didn’t speak to her, didn’t reach inside to touch her. Somehow I knew that he could have done those things, and that it would have helped to ease her unhappiness. But he didn’t. He just turned and walked away.

The sadness of the mother in the cage next door made me sad as well. I burrowed back into the pack of my brothers and sisters, safe against my own mother’s warm side.

But the thought of that gate into the outside world did not leave me. When our turn came to be let out onto the green grass, some days later, I was ready.

The man set down bowls of food for us, just as he’d done for the terriers, and he opened the gate to our cage. We rushed out onto the grass. Two sisters walked right over my head to get at the food bowls. I pushed my way between them and ate my fill. It was delicious, and it felt so satisfying to chew something solid instead of sucking milk.

When my stomach was full, I lifted my head from the bowl and looked around me.

Everything was wonderfully moist and full of smells. The grass was succulent. The earth underneath it was rich and dark. I scratched up a little and stuck my nose right into it. Then I sneezed and shook my head to get the dirt off. I trotted over to the dalmatian’s cage, and her brand-new puppies staggered over to their door to touch noses with me, just as I had touched noses with the terrier puppies not long ago.

[image: image]

After I greeted the younger dogs, I stepped away and lifted my nose higher. Even the air smelled full of possibilities. I smelled a lot of water, somewhere, more than I’d ever seen or smelled in a bowl. I smelled other dogs, and different animals, too: a squirrel that chattered on top of the fence, another animal—bigger, heavier, smellier—that had passed by outside the fence a few nights ago.

The man walked by me and opened the door of our cage to let my mother out. My brothers and sisters all rushed over to her, but I’d found a dead worm beneath my feet, and for the moment that was much more interesting.

The man left again, banging the gate shut behind him.

The gate … 

My gaze focused on the doorknob.

There was a wooden table along the fence next to the gate, with a stool in front of it. I trotted over. The stool was low enough for me to claw my way up onto it. From there, it was only a quick jump-and-scramble to the top of the table.

There were empty food bowls on the table and a bag that smelled quite interesting. If my stomach had not been full, I might have been content to chew that bag open and munch on whatever was inside. But for the moment I had another interest.

I remembered how the man had put his hand on the metal doorknob, turned it, and pushed. Then the gate had opened.

Could I do something like that?

The doorknob was not round; it was a thin strip of metal. My tiny teeth were not much use for getting a grip on the thing, but I did my best. I bit hard and tugged and twisted my neck. Nothing happened except that I lost my balance and tumbled to the ground.

I sat up and barked at the gate in frustration. That didn’t help either. My brothers and sisters raced over to jump on me, but I turned away from them. I wasn’t in the mood to play.

I had something important to do.

I tried again, clambering onto the table and grabbing the knob with my teeth. This time I put my front paws up on the handle to keep myself from falling down, and to my surprise, the handle fell away beneath me. I slipped, and my whole body hit the lever on my way down. I thumped to the grass and looked up in surprise.

The gate was open!

Not very wide, certainly, but when I shoved my nose into the gap and pushed, it swung wider. I was free!

Eagerly, I trotted out, my little legs tripping over themselves. A path lay right before me, two thin, parallel tracks worn into the dirt. This must be the way I should go.

But I turned back and looked at the gate. My mother was sitting just inside the open door, watching me.

She wouldn’t be coming with me, I realized. She was going to stay inside the yard. I was on my own.

I thought about running back to her, snuggling into her warm side, getting a lick from her strong tongue. But I didn’t.

Somehow I knew that puppies were meant to leave their mothers. It might be sad for both of them, but it was the way things were supposed to be. If I didn’t leave her now, the man would come and carry me away from her, just as he had done to the terrier puppies.

And anyway, I knew deep inside that there was something on this side of the gate that I was meant to find. Or someone. There were other people in the world, I felt sure, and they would not all be like the man who’d fed us and opened our cage.

Somewhere in the world there were kind hands and gentle voices. And it was my job to hunt them out.

I set out in the world to do what I was supposed to do.
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The dirt track under my feet was incredible! It smelled of rubber tires, and of all the animals who had crossed it, and of damp rain from a few nights ago. I trotted along it happily, my short tail wagging. I snapped at a dragonfly that whizzed in front of me. I tromped through a puddle. I found a fantastic stick and dragged it with me until my neck started to hurt. Then I dropped it and dashed forward because I’d smelled something new. An empty cup! No, not empty. There was something sticky and sweet left inside it. I licked it carefully clean. Then I kept going.

After a while, the dirt track led me to a road of stuff that was as hard underfoot as the concrete inside my cage. I sniffed it and patted it gingerly with one paw. Then I decided to follow it, mostly because by doing that I’d head straight into the wind, which was bringing me wonderful new smells every second. Damp, rotting leaves! Trees! Pools of water! Squirrels! Mice! Worms!

Full of excitement, I set off on my adventure, but stopped. Something was quivering in a clump of leaves ahead of me.

Carefully, I stalked the moving thing, creeping closer and closer. Then whatever it was exploded right out of the leaves and buzzed straight at my face! A bug! I’d never seen one like that before. I jumped back and barked at it, to let it know I wasn’t food. It turned and flew along the road, and I chased it. I’d show that bug who was the boss!

I heard the truck behind me, but I didn’t stop until the bug flew straight up into a tree. Not fair! I barked in frustration. Then I realized that I couldn’t hear the truck’s growly engine behind me anymore.

A door slammed. I turned. The truck had stopped by the edge of the road, and a man with wrinkled tan skin and muddy clothes got out. He knelt down and held out his hands.

“Hey, there, little fella!” he called.

I looked at him uncertainly. What kind of a person was this? What would those hands be like? Would they push me aside, like the first man I had known? Or would they be patient and gentle?

“You lost, fella? You lost?”

I wasn’t sure about the hands yet, but the voice was kind. And he was talking right to me. The first man had never done that. And he’d never kneeled down so that he was close to my level, either.

This man seemed okay. I trotted over to him.

He picked me up in hands large enough to reach all the way around me. And those hands were gentle. I was relieved, even when he lifted me up over his head for a moment. I didn’t care for that, but he lowered me almost at once and held me cradled against his chest. He smelled of smoke and mud and sweat and the outdoors. It was delicious.

“You’re a pretty little fella. You look like a purebred retriever. Where did you come from, fella?”

I licked the man’s chin, which was rough with whiskers. He laughed.

Yes, I decided. My name could be Fella. I could stay with this man. I could be his dog, do what he told me, go where he went. That was what I was supposed to do, wasn’t it? Stay with a person? I was pretty sure that was true. It felt right.

The man took me over to his truck and plopped me in the front seat. He climbed in next to me. I liked this! I liked it even better when he started the car and amazing new scents came pouring in through the window, open just a crack at the top.

I tried to put my front legs up on the window and get my nose as close as I could to that cool rush of air. It was fun, even though I toppled over every time the car hit a bump or made a turn. The man laughed and reached over to steady me with that warm, big, gentle hand.

Then he made a sharp turn that dumped me on the floor of the truck. That was okay. It smelled interesting down there, too. The truck screeched to a stop, and the man looked over at me.

“We’re in the shade here,” he told me. I propped my feet up on the seat of the truck and looked at him. Then I hopped up and looked out the window. We were next to a building with several doors. The man nodded at one of the doors, next to a dark window.

“I’ll only be a few minutes,” he told me, rolling up the windows. “You’ll be fine.”

I didn’t realize he was leaving until he got out and shut the door behind him. Hey, wait a minute! What about me? Wasn’t I his dog now? Wasn’t I supposed to go wherever he did?

I watched the man go inside the building, and then I plopped myself down on the seat to wait. I found a cloth strap and chewed on it for a while, but it wasn’t very tasty. Bored, I settled down for a nap. The sun had shifted and was now coming in through the window, nice and warm on my back.

When I awoke, the sun was more than warm. It was hot.

The air in the truck was damp and tasted stale. I started panting. Then I started whimpering. I put my paws up on the window so I could see if the man was coming back. No sign of him! And the glass in the window was hot enough to burn against my paws. I dropped back down to the seat, pacing back and forth. The panting wasn’t doing much good. I wasn’t getting any cooler.

Everything inside the car seemed to be getting blurry and fuzzy around the edges. I lay down on the seat, thinking of the bowls of water the man used to bring us, of the puddle on the dirt track, of cool, fresh smells on the breeze.

My tongue was hanging out until it touched the cloth seat, but each gulp of hot air inside my mouth only made things worse. My whole body began to tremble.

I couldn’t get up to peer out of the window again. All I could do was lift my eyes to the glass.

There was a face staring in! I couldn’t see it clearly, and I couldn’t smell it at all. But surely it was the man. He would open a door. He would get me out!

The face vanished.

I slumped with disappointment, feeling so heavy that it seemed I could sink into the soft cloth of the seat. My paws were starting to twitch all by themselves.

Then there was a stupendous crash. The whole truck rocked on its wheels. A stone bounced into the seat next to me, and clear, shiny pebbles scattered over my back. I lifted my head, and a cool kiss of air swept through the broken window and over my face.

Hands slid around me. They were not the hands of the man; they were smaller, and smoother, and even more gentle. I couldn’t move as I was lifted toward a worried face framed by long black hair. A woman’s face.

“You poor puppy. You poor, poor puppy,” she whispered.

My name is Fella, I thought to myself.

*   *   *

The next thing I knew, I was lying on soft grass while cool, clear water trickled all over me, from my nose to my tail. The woman stood over me, holding a plastic jug. Nothing had ever felt so good.

I shuddered with pleasure and lifted my mouth to lap and bite at the sweet stream.

“That’s right, puppy. That’s right,” the woman encouraged me.

A man stood nearby—not the one who had left me in the truck. A different man. He was watching me closely.

“Do you think he’ll be okay?” the woman asked.

“Looks like the water is doing the job,” he answered.

I felt worry from both of them, and affection, and care. These were the kind of people I had set out into the world to find. I rolled over on my back so that the water would wash over my hot tummy, and the woman laughed.

“Such a cute puppy!” she said. “Do you know what kind it is?”

“Looks like a golden retriever,” the man answered. “And, uh, he’s a boy.”

“Oh, puppy,” the woman murmured.

Yes, I could be Puppy, I could be Fella, I could be whatever they wanted. When the woman swept me up in her arms, not even caring about the big wet splat my soaking fur made on her blouse, I kissed her face until she closed her eyes and giggled.

“You’re coming home with me, little guy,” she told me. “I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”

She took me away from the truck and into a car, holding me on her lap while she drove. I leaned into her, sniffing. She smelled clean, like soap, and sweet, like flowers, and there was an animal odor on her clothes, one I’d never smelled before. Now and then she took a hand down from the steering wheel to stroke me. Very nice.

She stopped the car once and left me inside, which made me pace and whimper, but she left a window open an inch or so, and in a moment she was back. I cuddled up on her lap again while she drove, until, feeling better, I heaved myself off to explore. Two streams of clean, cold air flowed out of some vents into my face, and I sniffed them and shook my head, sending water splattering off my ears. The woman laughed.

The cold air on my wet fur was actually beginning to make me shiver, so I climbed down to the floor, where it was a little warmer. There was a carpet down there, soft and rough at the same time, and I was ready to curl up for another little nap.

I woke up when the car stopped. The woman reached down with those soft hands and picked me up. I blinked sleepily at her.

“Oh, you are so cute,” she whispered. As she held me against her chest, I could feel her heart beat. She was excited. I yawned and shook off the last traces of my nap. After she let me down, I squatted and peed in the grass. Then I was ready to face whatever had this nice woman so worked up.

“Ethan!” she called. “Come here! I want you to meet someone.”

I looked up at her curiously. We were in front of a big white house. I wondered what I’d find here. Would there be cages? Other dogs? A big yard with a wooden fence?

The front door of the house banged open and a human being came racing out. A new kind of human being. I’d never seen one like this before.

He jumped down the cement steps and landed on the grass. His hair was dark like the woman’s, but cut short, above his ears. He was smaller than she was. His head didn’t come up to her shoulder.

He stared at me. I stared back. He was, I realized, a young human. A child. A male one. His mouth broke into a huge grin and he spread out his arms.

“A puppy!” he sang.

We ran to each other. He flopped down to pick me up, and I could not stop licking him. He could not stop giggling. We rolled together in the grass.

I hadn’t known that there was such a thing as a boy in the world. But now that I’d found one, I was sure that there could not be anything better. He smelled fascinating, of sweat and soap and mud and something meaty that he’d been eating, and also of the same animal I’d smelled on the woman’s clothes. I burrowed my nose into his hair and under the collar of his shirt and sniffed and sniffed.

[image: image]

A boy! I think this was what I had been looking for when I stepped out of that yard. A boy like this.
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By the end of that first day I would come to know the boy very well, not just by smell but also by the way he looked, the way he sounded, the way he moved. He had light eyes to go with that black hair. He had a way of turning his head to look at me as if he were trying to do more than see me—to learn me by heart. And his voice bubbled with joy whenever he talked to me.

But for now I was drinking in his scent, burrowing into his shirt, licking the taste of whatever he’d eaten off his fingers.

“Can we keep him, Mom? Can we keep him?” the boy gasped between giggles.

The woman squatted down to pat my head. “Well, you know your dad, Ethan. He’s going to want to hear that you’ll take care of him—”

“I will! I will!”

“And that you’ll walk him and feed him—”

“Every day! I’ll walk him and feed him and brush him and give him water—”

“And you’ll have to clean up when he poops in the yard.”

Ethan didn’t answer that one.

“I bought some puppy food at the store. Let’s give him some dinner. You won’t believe what happened. I had to run to the gas station and get a jug of water. The poor thing was nearly dead with heat exhaustion,” the woman said.

Ethan wasn’t really listening. “Want some dinner? Huh? Dinner?” he asked, sticking his face close to mine.

Sounded pretty good to me.

Then something incredible happened. The boy picked me up and carried me right into the house! I’d never even imagined that might be possible. Did it mean that I wouldn’t be living in a wire cage with a concrete floor? That I could stay where the people stayed?

I was going to like it here just fine.

Some of the floors were soft, and sunk into that softness was the same animal odor I’d smelled on the woman and the boy. Other floors were slick and hard. They made my feet skitter out from under me as I tried to follow the boy wherever he went.

When Ethan saw me struggling to walk, he picked me up. And the flow of love from him was so strong it gave me a hollow feeling in my tummy, almost like hunger. I leaned into him, lapping at his chin. I wanted him to know that I already felt the same way.

He put me down next to a bowl filled with something delicious. I pounced on it. It had been a long time since I’d last eaten, back in the yard with my brothers and sisters. Ethan refilled the bowl for me when I had emptied it, and he gave me water, too, and then he wrestled with me. He dangled a length of cloth by my nose, and when I snapped at it, he tugged. I tugged back and growled as fiercely as I could, which made the boy laugh so much he dropped the cloth. I shook it triumphantly. Mine! I’d won!

Then a vibration rumbled through the house, and I heard a loud slam. I knew that noise meant a car door had been shut.

“Your father’s home,” said the woman, whose name was Mom.

Ethan stood up and faced the front door. Mom came and stood beside him. I gave the cloth a few more shakes, but it wasn’t nearly as interesting without the boy attached to the other end.

The door opened. “Hi, Dad!” Ethan yelled.

A man stepped in and stood, looking back and forth from the boy to the woman. “Okay, what is it?” he asked.

I leaped forward to wrestle with the boy’s shoelaces. The man’s gaze dropped to me.

“Dad, Mom found this puppy…,” Ethan began.

“He was locked in a car, nearly dead from heatstroke,” Mom said.

“Can we keep him, Dad?”

I yanked hard on a shoelace. It fought back.

“Oh, I don’t know,” the man said, shaking his head. “Do you know how much work a puppy is? You’re only eight years old, Ethan. It’s too much responsibility.”

I pulled even harder, and I felt the shoelace give. I tried to run away with it, but somehow it was still attached to the boy’s foot, so that it yanked me back, tumbling me head over heels. Snarling, I dove once more onto the boy’s feet, biting the lace again, giving it a furious shake.

“I’ll take care of him, and I’ll walk him and feed him and wash him,” Ethan was saying. “He’s the best puppy in the world, Dad! He’s already housebroken!”

The shoelace had given up and just flopped limply in my mouth. Since I’d shown the shoelace who was boss, I decided this would be a good time to take a little break. I squatted, leaving a brown blob on top of a wet stain on the carpet.

Suddenly, the people got very busy.

After they finished whatever it was they were doing with wet cloths and squares of soft paper and some kind of spray that smelled so sharp it made my eyes water, the boy picked me up again. He sat down on the floor with me on his lap, leaning against a chair.

Mom and Dad sat nearby.

“George?” Mom said.

“George?” Ethan said. “Here, George! Hi, George!”

“Skippy?” Dad said.

“Skippy!” Ethan said. “Are you Skippy? Here, Skippy!”

It got exhausting. I plopped down for a nap with my head on the boy’s leg.

When I woke up, the people still hadn’t gotten tired of this game. But at least Ethan took me out into the backyard to play. There was lots of good grass and tasty sticks and buried acorns and fallen leaves. And of course, the boy, who was the best plaything of all.

“Here, Bailey! Here, Bailey!” Ethan called, slapping his knees.

Of course I hurried to him; why wouldn’t I want to be near the boy? He ran away, and I chased him around and around in a huge circle. “Bailey! Bailey!” the boy shouted. “He’s Bailey!”

I’d be Bailey, sure. If that was what the boy wanted, I was happy to be Bailey forever.

*   *   *

I stayed very close to Ethan for the next few days, while I was getting used to all of the things about my new home. It certainly was different from life in the cage with my mother and littermates. For one thing, there was that strange animal I’d smelled on the boy’s clothes, and on Mom’s, and on the carpets that covered the floor.

“Bailey, I want you to meet Smokey the cat,” Ethan said not long after I’d gotten my new name.

He carried me back inside the house, and, holding me tightly against his chest, he turned so that I could see an animal not much bigger than I was, sitting in the middle of the floor. He was covered in brown and gray fur and had tiny ears that looked like they’d be fun to bite. His eyes grew wide and dark when he spotted me.

So this was a cat, was it?

I struggled to get down to play with this new friend, but Ethan held me tight.

“Smokey, this is Bailey,” he said.

Slowly, he bent over to place me on the floor. I ran to Smokey. This new home not only had a boy, it had something furry and my size to chase and wrestle with! Things just could not get better!

My tongue was out to give my new friend a greeting, but he pulled back his lips to show a set of teeth that were tiny but deadly sharp. Then he arched his back so that suddenly he looked a lot bigger. He let out a loud, sharp hiss. That didn’t look friendly at all!

But at the same time, he was wagging his tail. I skidded to a stop, puzzled. Did this cat want to play or not?

That tail puffed up wide as every single hair on it stiffened, and Smokey stopped wagging it and let it rise slowly straight up in the air. I tried to inch in and give him a friendly sniff right under the tail, to show him I meant no harm. But he must not have gotten the message, because he jumped away and spat at me, lifting a paw with very sharp claws spread wide.

“Aw, Smokey, be a nice cat. Be a nice cat,” Ethan coaxed.

Smokey glared at Ethan. I gave his face a warm lick, still trying to be as friendly as I could, but all I got back was a bat on the nose from those sharp claws.

Okay, well, that was that. I was more than ready to play with Smokey whenever he wanted, but I had more important things to worry about than a snotty cat. I had a new family to get to know and a new home to explore.

The boy lived in a small room full of wonderful toys, very good for chewing. Mom and Dad shared a room that had no toys at all. One small white room had a big bowl of water I could drink from, if I climbed into it. There weren’t any toys there, either, unless you counted the roll of thin paper mounted on a wall. Once I got my teeth in some of that, I could pull it off in one long train that wound around me and followed me through the halls. That was fun, at least the first few times.

But I liked other rooms better, especially the one that smelled like food. I couldn’t get at the food, though, which was frustrating. It was all locked up behind doors that I didn’t know how to open.

Each time I needed to squat and relieve myself, everybody in my new family went crazy, scooping me up and racing out the door with me, plopping me down in the grass and watching me carefully until I’d recovered from the shock and could go about my business. When I did, they’d praise me so much that I wondered if this was why they’d brought me home. It seemed like what they were most interested in.

The bizarre thing was, though, that if I did the very same thing on the carpets inside the house, nobody praised me at all! And if I squatted on some papers that they’d put down on the floor for me to rip up, I’d get a bit of praise—but not too much.

It was all very bewildering.

“No!” Mom or Ethan would shout when I wet the floor. “Good boy!” they’d sing when I peed in the grass. “Okay, that’s good,” they’d say when I left a puddle on the papers. I could not understand what in the world was wrong with them.

Mom laughed at me when I wrestled with Ethan’s socks, and she bent down to rub my ears when I fell asleep in a patch of sunlight. Dad didn’t pay me much attention, although he did seem to like it when I got up early in the morning to watch him eat breakfast. Of course I kept a sharp eye out for any scraps of scrambled egg or crumbs of toast that might drift down to the floor.

But neither of them loved me like Ethan did. I felt adoration flow out of Ethan whenever he was near me.

And that made sense, after all. Ethan was my boy.
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Sometimes Dad and Ethan would sit together at a table in the evenings, talking quietly while the smell of something strange and sharp and eye-watering filled the air. Dad would let me lie on his feet. That was nice, since Ethan’s feet didn’t reach the floor.

“Look, Bailey, we built an airplane,” the boy said after one of these sessions, thrusting a toy near my nose. I had to blink and back up a bit from the smell, so I didn’t try to take it or chew it. Making noises that sounded like the car when it went fast—“Vroom, vroom!”—the boy raced around the house holding the toy. I helped by chasing him.

Later he put the toy up on a shelf with others that smelled the same, and that was the end of that, until he and Dad decided to build another one.

“This one is a rocket, Bailey,” Ethan told me, showing me a toy shaped like a stick. But what use was a sticklike thing that smelled too bad to chew? I turned my nose away. “We’re going to land one on the moon one day, and then people will live there, too. Do you want to be a space dog?”

I heard the word “dog,” and it sounded as if there was a question, so I wagged. Yes, I thought. I would be happy to clean the plates, if that’s what you’re asking.

Clean the Plates was a game where the boy put a sticky plate on the floor, and I licked it until it was shiny. It was one of my jobs, but only when Mom wasn’t watching.

Mostly, though, my job was to stay near the boy. When it grew dark at night, he would carry me up to his room, since the stairs were too steep for my short legs. There was a box there with a soft pillow, and he’d put me into it.

I understood that I was supposed to stay there until Mom and Dad came in and said good night. Then the boy would call softly to me and I’d scramble, with his help, up onto the bed. We’d curl up together. If I woke up in the middle of the night and got bored, I could always chew on the boy.

During the day, Ethan and I often played in the backyard, where there was lots of room for the best wrestling and chasing games. And then one day, Ethan clipped a long rope onto my collar and introduced me to an entirely new place—“the neighborhood.”

Ethan ran down the sidewalk, with me right at his heels, and soon we were surrounded by a bunch of other girls and boys, some bigger than Ethan, some smaller, all of them with their hands out, eager to pet me.

I was happy to oblige. I leaned into their hands and lapped at their fingers and listened to their giggles.

“This is my dog, Bailey,” Ethan said proudly. He scooped me up, and I wiggled at the sound of my name. “Look, Chelsea,” he said, offering me to a girl his size. “He’s a golden retriever. My mother rescued him. He was dying in a car from heat exhaust-station. When he gets old enough, I’m going to take him to my grandparents’ farm.”

Chelsea cuddled me to her chest and gazed into my eyes. Her hair was long and even lighter than mine, and she smelled quite interesting, of sugar and milk and flowers and another dog. “You are sweet. You are so sweet, Bailey. I love you,” she sang to me.

I liked Chelsea. Whenever we were out in the neighborhood and she saw me, she would drop to her knees and let me tug on her long blond hair. I soon learned that the dog scent on her clothes came from Marshmallow, a long-haired brown-and-white dog, older than I was. When Chelsea let Marshmallow out of her yard, we would wrestle for hours, and sometimes Ethan would join us, playing, playing, playing.

“Bailey!” Ethan would laugh when I got hold of his shirt and tugged. “Here, Bailey,” he would call, and I’d come running to throw myself on top of him. “Bailey, Bailey, Bailey,” he would whisper in my ear at night.

I loved my name, because of how the boy said it. Whenever he used it, I came to him. That was how I learned my first trick—Come.

Ethan would call, “Bailey!” and as I trotted toward him, he’d add, “Come!” Then he’d feed me a treat. Excellent! Pretty soon I learned that I was supposed to head for anybody who said “Come,” even Mom or Dad.

There were other tricks, too. “Sit, Bailey, sit!” Ethan would say. He would climb on top of me, forcing my rear end down to the ground. Then he’d let me have a dog biscuit. That wasn’t quite as much fun as Come, but since the boy liked it, I put up with it.

Dog Door was another game Ethan liked to play. We’d go out in the garage, a large, bare room that smelled of metal and dirty air and tasty garbage and a sharp scent that I had learned was called gasoline. In the garage, there was a door with a plastic flap in it that led out to the backyard. “Dog Door!” Ethan would call, and then he’d shove me through the flap and out onto the grass. When I’d stick my nose back through the flap, I’d get my biscuit.

A day came when we played Dog Door a lot. That night, I realized that my legs had grown long enough for me to hop up on Ethan’s bed all by myself. That was a good thing, because the nights were starting to get cooler. I liked the fact that, anytime I wanted, I could get up on that bed and curl up right next to my boy’s warmth.

The boy loved me. I loved him. From the second we woke up until the moment we fell asleep, we were together.

And then everything changed.

*   *   *

The morning after the day we had played Dog Door so much, the boy was up early, not long after sunrise. Mom was running in and out of various rooms. Everybody seemed excited. I stayed right at Ethan’s heels, excited, too. What were we going to be doing together?

“Take care of Bailey!” Mom called at one point. Smokey the cat glanced down at me from where he was sitting on the counter. It was so unfair that he could get up there where all the good food smells were, and I couldn’t. I gave my new chew toy a good shake just to show him that I didn’t care.

“Bailey!” the boy called out, and I heard a funny thumping noise. So I went to investigate. He was dragging my dog bed down the stairs. Why was he doing that? Did he need my help? He carried the bed out to the garage, and I followed him.

“Dog door,” the boy said to me.

I sniffed his pockets. I couldn’t smell any biscuits. What would be the point of playing Dog Door without biscuits? I turned away and started to lift my leg on a bicycle instead.

“Bailey!” There was impatience in the boy’s voice, and I remembered how funny all the people in my family seemed to get about perfectly normal things like marking territory with a little urine. I lowered my leg and turned to look at him.

“You sleep here, okay, Bailey?” Ethan said. “You be a good dog. If you need to go to the bathroom, you go out the dog door, okay? Dog door, Bailey. I have to go to school now. Okay? I love you, Bailey.”

Ethan gave me a hug and a good scratch under the collar. I licked his ear and his nose. When he headed back inside the house, of course I followed him. But at the door that led into the kitchen, he stopped and shook his head.

“No, Bailey, you stay in the garage until I get home. Dog door, okay, Bailey? You be a good dog.”

And he shut the door in my face!

My boy actually did that! He walked through the door and shut it, so that I was on one side of it and he was on the other. And what were all those words he’d said to me? “Stay”? “Dog door”? “Good dog”? How were those connected? Was there something he wanted me to do so that he could give me a biscuit? Which one was Stay, again?

And where had my boy gone? Why would he go anywhere without me?

None of this made any sense at all! I sniffed around the garage. The smells were interesting, different from the ones inside the house, but I wasn’t in the mood to explore. I wanted my boy! I barked. The door to the house stayed shut tight. I scratched it. Still nothing.

I heard some children yelling from the front of the house and ran to the big garage door, hoping it would lift up. Sometimes it did that, and then Dad or Mom drove a car in or out. But that didn’t happen this time. The big door stayed firmly down.

A loud truck of some kind swept up the voices of the children and carried them away. A few minutes later I heard Mom’s car drive off. And then the world, which had been so full of life and fun and noise, became quiet. Horribly quiet.

I barked for a while. Surely someone would hear me and realize that I had been shut in the garage and come to get me out!
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Nobody did, though. My barking didn’t make anything happen at all.

I sniffed around the door to the house. I could smell Smokey on the other side of it, and I was sure he was happy that he was there and I was here.

I scratched the door. I chewed on some old shoes I found in a corner. I ripped up my dog bed. I found a black plastic bag, tied shut, full of clothing. I got my teeth into that, too, ripped it open, and scattered the clothes around the garage. I peed in one corner and pooped in another. I tipped over a big metal container that smelled wonderful, and inside it I found a few pieces of chicken and some spaghetti and half a waffle. I took care of all that, and I licked out a can of fish that smelled like Smokey’s breath. I ate some paper. I knocked over my water dish and chewed on it.

There was nothing to do.

When were the people coming back? Where was my boy? Now that I’d found the boy and figured out that my job was to be near him, how could he go away and leave me? When I’d gotten myself out of the big yard and gone into the world, looking for what I needed, I’d never imagined this.

Would I be alone forever?
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After the longest day of my entire life, I heard Mom’s car pull into the driveway. Her car door slammed, and I heard running feet pound through the house.

“Bailey!” the boy shouted, and the door to the garage flew open.

I tackled Ethan, overjoyed. He was back! He’d come to save me! We fell onto the floor of the kitchen together. But he pushed me away while I was busy licking his face and snuffling up all the unfamiliar smells on his clothing. He got to his feet again and looked into the garage.

“Oh, Bailey,” he said, sounding sad.

Why on earth was he sad when we were finally together again? It was so exciting! I tore past him and skittered into the house, leaping over the furniture. I spotted Smokey and chased him up the stairs, barking when he dove under Mom and Dad’s bed. I dashed back down the stairs to Ethan again, my tail beating the air.

Mom was standing next to Ethan now, and they were both looking through the door into the garage.

“Bailey! Quiet down!” Mom called sternly.

“Bad dog, Bailey,” the boy said crossly.

I was astounded. Bad dog? Me? They had accidentally locked me in the garage and forgotten about me and left me there all day, but I was willing to forgive them. Why were they scowling like that and shaking their fingers at me?

Moments later I was back in the garage, helping the boy as he picked up everything I’d played with and put most of it into the tall metal trash container that I had knocked over. Mom came out and picked up the clothes, sorting through them, putting some into the trash and taking some back inside the house. But no one praised me for finding out where those clothes had been hiding.

Why were they in such grumpy moods? I couldn’t be grumpy at all. I stayed close to Ethan and kept my tail flashing back and forth. I gave him a lick whenever I could.

“Dog door,” the boy said crossly. But he seemed to have forgotten how to play the game, because he didn’t push me out and he didn’t give me any treats. I was beginning to think that “dog door” meant the same thing as “bad dog.” What a disappointment! I was quite sure I hadn’t been a bad dog at all. I hoped Mom and Ethan would cheer up soon.

It had been a very upsetting day, but I was willing to put the whole thing behind me. It seemed that the humans didn’t feel the same way, though, because as soon as Dad came home, there was a lot of talking and even a little yelling, and I could feel that Dad was angry at me. I snuck into the living room to stay out of his way. Smokey sat on a windowsill and sneered at me.

Dad and the boy left right after dinner. Mom sat at the table and stared at papers. She didn’t move even when I came up to her and put a nice wet ball right in her lap, inviting her to play. “Oh, yuck, Bailey,” she said.

When the boy and Dad came home, Ethan called me into the garage and showed me a big wooden box. I sniffed it, smelling new wood and fresh paint. Not my favorite smells.

It seemed that Ethan had come up with a new trick to show me. “Doghouse!” he called, and he climbed inside the house. Of course I climbed in right after him. There was a thin pad on the floor for us to lie on. The space was hot and tight with the two of us in there, but I didn’t really mind. I’d been apart from my boy so long; it was good to be close to him now. I licked his hair.

“Doghouse, Bailey. This is your doghouse,” he said.

Then he crawled back out and got some dog biscuits, which of course made the whole game even better. “Doghouse” apparently meant “crawl into the doghouse with Ethan and eat a biscuit.” We practiced Dog Door, too, properly this time, with Ethan pushing on my rear end until I went through the door and handing me a biscuit afterward.

While we did all this, Dad moved around the garage, putting things up on high shelves and tying a rope over the top of the big metal container.

When the boy got tired of tricks, we went inside and wrestled for a while. “Time for bed,” Mom said.

“Oh, Mom, please? Can I stay up?”

“We both have school tomorrow, Ethan. Time for you to say good night to Bailey.”

Mom and Dad and Ethan were always making words like this at each other, and I rarely paid too much attention. This time I did lift up my head when I heard my name. All of a sudden, the boy seemed sad. His shoulders slumped.

“Okay, Bailey,” he said, but there was no happiness in his voice. I looked up at him and tilted my head, puzzled. “Time for bed.”

I trotted over to the foot of the stairs. But for some reason, Ethan walked over to the garage door. Maybe he wanted to play Doghouse once more before we settled down? That was okay with me, as long as there’d be a biscuit involved.

Once I’d followed Ethan out into the garage, I figured I’d been right. “Doghouse,” he said, but his voice was glum. I walked over to the doghouse and then paused and looked back at Ethan. Wasn’t he getting in with me? Had he forgotten how to play?

Ethan actually walked back inside the house and shut the door on me again!

I barked, trying to get his attention, trying to make him see he’d made another mistake. Or was it a mistake? Did they really think I’d been a bad dog? They couldn’t! Was it because I’d peed and pooped in the garage? But no one had been here to let me out! Was it because I’d chewed up my dog bed? But I never slept in the thing, anyway. It was just for show.

Did they really expect me to stay out here in the garage all night long? By myself?

It couldn’t be!

I couldn’t stand the thought of the boy lying in bed without me, all alone. The idea was so sad it made me want to chew shoes.

I began to whimper. Softly at first, and then louder. And louder. Surely someone in the family would hear me. They’d understand that I needed to be with my boy!

A long time went by. No one came.

My cries grew louder.

After forever, the door to the house eased open a crack. “Bailey,” the boy whispered. “Shhh, Bailey, it’s okay.”

I almost barked with relief, but I got the sense from Ethan that I shouldn’t. I kept quiet, but I nuzzled and licked his knees and legs frantically as he slipped through the door, carrying a blanket and a pillow. “Okay, doghouse, doghouse,” he told me in a low voice. And we were playing the right way now, because he crawled in, too. I crammed in after him. I didn’t even care that he didn’t have a biscuit.

Ethan wiggled around until he had half the blanket underneath him and half over his legs. It was certainly snug in there; the boy’s feet stuck out of the door, and my back legs did, too. I didn’t care. It meant I was closer to my boy. With a sigh, I put my head on his chest. He stroked my ears.

“Good dog, Bailey,” he murmured.

So that strange and bewildering day had a nice ending after all. I closed my eyes, and the boy and I went to sleep together.

A little while later, I was woken up by a quiet click coming from the door to the house. It was the sound of the latch opening. I opened my eyes and peered out of the doghouse to see Mom and Dad standing in the rectangle of light that led into the kitchen. I wagged my tail softly a few times to greet them, but I didn’t move my head. I didn’t want to wake up the boy.

Finally, Dad came out. Gently, he tugged Ethan and the blanket out of the doghouse. Naturally, I came, too. Ethan stirred a little and then slumped back into sleep as his father picked him up.

Mom gestured to me. “Shh, Bailey,” she whispered. Dad carried Ethan up to bed, and Mom and I followed. No one tried to stop me as I hopped right up on the bed with Ethan.

I settled down with Ethan’s chest for a pillow. Without opening his eyes, he put a sleepy arm around me.
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But the next day, as if nobody had learned anything, I was back out in the garage again! What was the matter with these people?

This time there was far less to do. I did manage to get the pad off the floor of the doghouse and shred it up pretty well. I knocked over the metal trash container, but I couldn’t get the lid off. Too bad; I could smell some scraps of last night’s macaroni and cheese in there.

There was nothing on the floor of the garage that I could chew. I couldn’t reach the stuff that Dad had put on the shelves last night.

This was no fun at all.

Restlessly, I wandered over to the dog door and scratched at it. The flap moved and a waft of damp, delicious air from the backyard drifted in. It had rained in the night, and I loved the way the water clung to the air and dripped from the leaves of the trees, scattering down in showers when a breeze came by. Damp air carried so many more smells than dry. My nose picked up exhaust from cars, Mom’s roses, burnt toast from next door, wet earth, living leaves on the trees and dead ones scattered on the ground.

I leaned against the dog door, my nose working hard to draw the smells in. I leaned farther. And then, suddenly, I was out in the yard! The boy hadn’t even pushed me!

I tore around the backyard, barking with excitement. I was out! I was outside, surrounded by all of those marvelous smells!

I squatted and peed into the grass. It was nicer to do it outside, anyway, even apart from the fuss that all the humans made about their floors and rugs. I liked to wipe my paws on the lawn after I went, so that the scent from the sweat on my pads ended up on the blades of grass. And it was just more satisfying, somehow, to lift my leg and mark the corners of the yard instead of a leg of the couch.

I raced around the yard some more, my nose up in the wind, picking up whatever smells the breeze bought me. Being in the yard alone was not as much fun as being there with the boy, but it was definitely better than the garage!

However, when the breeze brought new, cold raindrops my way, I began to think that the garage had its points. I went back to the dog door and poked my nose at it. If I’d gotten out on my own, was there a chance that … 

Yes! I could get back into the garage all by myself, too! Under a roof once more, I shook a little water from my fur and wished the boy were here to see what I had learned. I was sure he’d call me a good dog. There would probably be a biscuit in it for me.

After the rain ended, I tried my new trick with the dog door again, and sure enough, I was out in the backyard for a second time. I dug a hole, chewed the hose, and barked at Smokey, who was sitting in a window and pretending not to notice me. When a large yellow bus pulled up in front of the house, Ethan and several more neighborhood kids, including Chelsea, tumbled out. I jumped up to put my paws against the fence, and the boy ran to me, laughing.

The doghouse didn’t get much use after that. But every now and then, Ethan and I still played Doghouse. It would usually happen when he got off the bus with his shoulders slumped, smelling tired and sad. Then he’d crawl inside the doghouse and call me, and I’d push myself in, too. It got a little harder to get in there as months went by, and I had to leave more and more of my rear end outside. But I did it, because the boy wanted me.

He would put his arm around me and tell me things quietly. “Nobody would play with me at recess, Bailey,” he’d whisper. Or “I can’t believe my teacher gave me a D. I worked so hard on that project, Bailey. It’s not fair.” Or sometimes he’d just tell me, “You’re lucky to be a dog, Bailey. It’s tough being a boy.”

I didn’t understand most of the words, although I wagged every time he said my name. But I knew that he was sad, and that being with me in the doghouse made him feel better. I would sit perfectly still with him, however long he needed me. This was my job, I came to understand, and it was even more important than staying close to the boy, or playing with the boy, or learning tricks with the boy, or sleeping beside the boy at night. I was supposed to comfort Ethan whenever he needed me.

*   *   *

Each time Ethan and I went out to play in the neighborhood, a crowd of kids would show up. I got to know most of them. There was Billy, who usually smelled like peanut butter, and Chelsea, of course, who’d bring Marshmallow with her. And now and then there’d be a new kid with a new smell for me to memorize.

So when Todd arrived, I figured it was good news. First, it meant that Mom baked delicious cookies for Ethan to take over to the new family, and she gave me a few as a reward for keeping her company in the kitchen. Second, a new boy to play with was always fun.

Todd was the same age as Ethan, and they began to spend a lot of time together. Todd had a little sister named Linda, but he wouldn’t let her play with them most of the time. I didn’t know why. I liked her fine. She fed me sugary treats when nobody was watching.

There was a game that Todd liked to play, down by a small creek that ran behind the houses. He’d bring a pack of matches and burn things—leaves, sticks, Linda’s dolls. I stayed a little distance away, since I didn’t like the way the matches smelled when Todd struck them. And the smell of Linda’s plastic dolls when their hair lit up and their faces shrank and shriveled was horrible.

Ethan didn’t want to touch the matches, but he’d watch. He didn’t laugh as much as Todd did, though.

One day, Todd announced that he had a firecracker this time. I had never seen anything like the brightly colored stick he was holding, and I didn’t like its smell—it was like the matches, only worse. It smoldered for a bit on the ground, and then there was a flash and a bang so loud that I leaped across the creek. Quickly, I ran back to the boy, barking.

Ethan patted my head. “It’s okay, Bailey. Easy, boy. It’s just noise. Don’t worry.”

I sniffed cautiously around on the ground where the stick had been. There were some scraps of paper and cardboard there now, and a piece of one of Linda’s dolls. All of these things had a charred, smokey smell that I didn’t like. Somehow it said “danger” to me.

“Come on, Ethan. Get it!” Todd said impatiently while I sniffed.

Ethan hesitated. I lifted my nose from the ground.

“Come on,” Todd insisted, and Ethan turned toward his house. Of course, I followed.

Ethan went to his room and took something off a high shelf. I got a faint whiff of that same smell that came off the table when Dad and Ethan sat there together after dinner.

“No, not the rocket,” Ethan decided and put back the toy he was holding. He grabbed another one and ran outside to where Todd was waiting.

“Cool airplane!” Todd said.

There was excitement coming off of Ethan, but it was a strange kind of excitement. I could smell something like fear in it, and I danced around nervously, barking a little, as Ethan and Todd fussed over the toy in Ethan’s hands. I could smell the sharp flare of a match being lighted, and then Ethan threw his toy up into the air.

Bang!

Another noise! I shook my ears, which hurt from the loudness. Both boys were standing still, looking up into the sky, where smelly, charred bits of plastic were drifting down to the creek.

“Cool!” Todd yelled. Ethan said nothing. The excitement and the fear were both draining out of him, leaving something heavy and sad behind.

“Come on, Ethan, get another one!” Todd shouted. But Ethan shook his head. Todd lit more firecrackers and tossed them into the air, and I ran in circles as the noises went off.

Ethan picked up a bit of plastic from a rock near the creek bed, one a little smaller than his hand.

Behind Ethan’s back, Todd looked at me and grinned. He tossed a firecracker in my direction.

Bang! The thing burst so close I felt the wind from the explosion whoosh against my fur. I yelped and ran to Ethan, who dropped the chunk of plastic to hug me.

“Come on, Bailey,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

The next day Ethan and I went to Chelsea’s house after school. Marshmallow and I wrestled and ran in their backyard. I liked Marshmallow. She was always ready for a good game of Tug on a Stick or This Ball Is Mine.

Sometimes I even got to go and see Marshmallow on my own. Whenever Ethan went away on the yellow bus, leaving me alone in the backyard, I would check the gate. It didn’t have a doorknob, like the gate to the first yard I’d lived in, so there was nothing I could bite or tug with my teeth. But sometimes, if I gave this gate a good hard shove with my paw or my nose, it would swing open. Then I’d take a stroll around the neighborhood.

I’d visit Marshmallow, touching noses with her through the wire fence around her backyard, and I’d mark all of her trees carefully. After that I’d go wherever my nose took me, until I remembered that the boy might be waiting. That meant it was time to trot home.

One day I wandered farther than usual, so that when I turned back it was just starting to get dark. I began to worry that I might have missed the time when Ethan was supposed to get off the bus. What would he do without me there to greet him?

I cut through the creek, which took me right past Todd’s backyard. He was playing on the muddy bank, and when he saw me, he called out to me.

“Hey, Bailey. Here, Bailey.” He held out his hand.

I eyed him with suspicion. There was just something inside Todd that I didn’t trust. And that something seemed to be stronger now that he was on his own, with no other humans nearby.
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“Come on, boy,” he said, slapping his hand against his leg. He turned and walked toward his house.

What could I do? Come was one of the tricks Ethan had taught me. I knew that it meant I was supposed to follow the person who said it.

I lowered my head and trailed after Todd into his house.
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Todd let me in through the back door into a kitchen. He eased the door shut behind us without a sound. Curtains were pulled over the windows, and the room had a dark, gloomy feel and a stale, chilly smell. I usually love the way kitchens smell, but not this one.

Todd whispered, “Come on, Bailey!” and I followed him out of the kitchen and down a hallway. About halfway along it we passed a doorway to a living room, where a woman was slumped on a couch, watching television. She didn’t move or even turn her head as we went past.

But someone else moved. After we were past the door, Todd turned back. I paused, too. He scowled as a small figure came to the doorway that led into the living room, outlined against the grayish, flickering light of the TV.

It was Linda, Todd’s sister. She saw me and her eyes grew wider. She came forward.

“No,” Todd hissed at her.

I certainly knew that word. I cringed at the sharp tone of Todd’s voice. Linda put a finger in her mouth, chewing at the nail, but she didn’t back up. She held her other hand out to me. I licked it.

Todd stepped forward to push Linda away. “Leave me alone,” he said sharply to her.

Then he opened a door, grabbed my collar, and pulled me inside. He didn’t have to do that. I would have gone with him, even though I would rather have stayed with Linda. I knew what I was supposed to do to be a good dog.

Todd shut the door and I heard the lock make a clicking sound. I sniffed at piles of smelly clothes on the floor and found a plate under an old T-shirt with half a piece of toast on it. I quickly ate it. Clean the Plate was always my job when a plate was on the floor.

Then I checked on what Todd was doing. He was walking quickly around the room, his hands shoved into his pockets. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, now … now…”

He sat at his desk and opened a drawer. I could smell firecrackers in there; the odor stung my nose. I didn’t like it. I backed up to the other side of the room, under a window.

“I don’t know where Bailey is,” Todd muttered. “I haven’t seen Bailey.”

I wagged at my name, then sighed and flopped onto a pile of sweatshirts. It had been a long day, and I was tired. I hoped I’d be going home to the boy soon.

A tiny knock at the door made Todd jump up as though one of his firecrackers had gone off right under him. I jumped up, too, and came over to stand right behind Todd as he whispered angrily out his door at Linda.

I could smell the girl more than I could see her in the dark hallway. Her dress needed washing, and she had been eating salty crackers, and she was both worried and scared. That made me worried, too. I backed away from Todd and started to pace. I didn’t feel like lying back down.

Todd slammed the door and locked it again. I could feel a flash of pure rage from him, and it frightened me. I’d felt the boy get angry from time to time, Dad and Mom, too. But that was a mild feeling compared to what I could sense from Todd.

Just then there was a drawn-out cry from outside the window. “Bay-leeeeee!”

Ethan! My boy was calling me!

I ran to the window and tried to jump up, putting both feet on the sill. But before I could see anything except that it was starting to get dark out there, Todd was beside me. He yanked a thick curtain that smelled of dust across the glass.

I couldn’t see the boy! I barked in frustration. Todd smacked at my rear end with an open palm. “No! Bad dog! No barking!”

I whined and backed away, as alarmed by the flare of rage and the tone of his voice as I was by the pain from my hindquarters. Had I been a bad dog? But I’d been trying to get to my boy! When he called, I was supposed to come!

“Todd?” a woman shouted from somewhere in the house.

Todd glared at me. “You stay here. You stay,” he ordered. He backed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

I paced around the room some more, confused. I knew the word “Stay.” I knew what it meant. But I didn’t like it much … and the boy was calling me! How could I find him? It wasn’t right, being here in this room. I was becoming more and more sure about that. But the door was shut, and the window was covered, and Todd had certainly seemed angry when I’d barked … 

A click came from the door, and I whirled around.

The door was eased open just a little, and in the narrow crack along its frame I could see Linda’s face. She thrust a hand into the room. It was holding a soggy cracker.

“Here, Bailey,” she whispered. “Good dog.”

I liked her voice, I liked her words, and most of all I liked that cracker. I was at the door in three steps, and I slurped the cracker out of her sweaty hand.

Linda opened the door wider and beckoned to me. I bounded down the hallway after her until we reached the kitchen. Todd’s voice came from the living room. “What? What do you want? No way. I’m not doing that.” A woman’s voice mumbled. “I don’t care. I’m busy,” Todd snapped.

Linda and I had reached the door to the outside. She pushed it open and the cool night air flowed in. I sniffed it in gratefully and leaped onto the grass.

Then I turned to look back for a moment. Linda stood in the doorway, looking both relieved and miserable. For a moment I wished I could bring her with me. She seemed nice, and maybe she’d bring some crackers along with her.

Then I raced off into the night to find my boy.

Mom’s car was down the street, and the boy was leaning out of a window, calling, “Bay-leeeee!” I took off after it as fast as I could. The taillights flashed brightly, and a moment later Ethan was out on the street, running to me. “Oh, Bailey, where have you been?” he said, burying his face in my fur. “You’re a bad, bad dog!”

I knew that being a bad dog was wrong, but the love pouring off of the boy was so strong. I couldn’t help feeling that, right now, being a bad dog was somehow good.

*   *   *

I was so glad to be back home that I didn’t even check the gate to the backyard for a few days. When I did feel adventurous again and managed to slip out, I stayed away from Todd’s end of the street. And if I ever saw or smelled him playing in the creek, I was careful to slink into shadows or dash behind some bushes before he could see me.

I was learning new words every day. Besides being a good dog, and sometimes a bad dog, I was told that I was a big dog over and over. It seemed to be a good thing, mostly, so I wagged when I heard it. I also noticed that I had trouble arranging myself comfortably on the boy’s bed.

Then there was the word “snow.” The first time I heard it, I thought Ethan was shouting “No!” and I didn’t understand. I didn’t even have anything in my mouth! And I certainly hadn’t lifted my leg. I’d already decided doing that inside the house was more trouble than it was worth.

But Ethan threw on his coat and hat and boots and dashed outside, yelling at me to follow. That’s when I discovered that “snow” meant the world outside had changed.

It was covered all over in a cold, white, furry coat. I paused at the back door and stared. Where had the grass gone? Where was the patio? I put a paw tentatively into the white fuzz. Cold! But Ethan was running around in it, and I wanted to be near him. So, very bravely, I jumped into the freezing stuff with all four feet.

“Come on, Bailey!” Ethan shouted. “It’s snow!”

The snow made my paws ache after a while, but it was fun to bite, and Ethan loved it so much that I decided I loved it, too. He pulled a heavy, flat wooden thing out of the garage. “Let’s go sledding, Bailey!” he said.

I followed him, tromping through the snow and up to a hill a few blocks from our house. He dropped the flat wooden thing to the ground and flopped down on top of it. “It’s a sled, okay, Bailey? You watch, Bailey. It’s fun!”

He pushed hard with his hands, and suddenly he shot down the hill, away from me.

I stared in astonishment. I never knew that the boy could move like that! Instead of walking or running, stiffly upright on two legs, he was zooming close to the ground. I tore down the hill after him, barking with excitement and surprise.

The sled slowed a bit as it got closer to the bottom of the hill, and that meant I could catch up. I timed things carefully and leaped, landing right on top of Ethan. He shouted. The sled shot ahead, skimming past the sleds of several other children who had all been doing the same thing.

The ground flattened out and the sled skidded sideways, tumbling Ethan and me off into a thick patch of snow. “You like sledding!” Ethan gasped, laughing under me. “You’re a sled dog, Bailey!”

I barked, and we raced up the hill to do it again.

We went sledding a lot while the snow stayed on the ground. After a while it went away, and I learned the word “spring,” which meant the sun stayed out longer, and the air warmed up, and Mom spent weekends digging in the backyard and planting flowers. The dirt smelled so wonderful, rich and dark and full of life, that after everybody went away, I dug, too, pulling the flowers back up from their beds. I hoped Mom appreciated my help.

That night they all called me a bad dog again, and I even had to spend the evening out in the garage instead of lying on Ethan’s feet while he worked on his papers. I didn’t understand it at all. I’d just done what Mom had been doing! What was wrong with that?

Then one day the kids on the yellow school bus were so loud that I could hear them shrieking five minutes before the thing stopped in front of the house. The boy was full of joy as he ran up to me, so excited that I ran around and around in circles, barking as loud as I could.

When Mom came home, she was happy, too, and from then on Ethan didn’t go to school anymore. We got to lie in bed quietly every morning, instead of getting up for breakfast with Dad. Life had finally gotten back to normal. Thank goodness that whole school thing was over and done with.
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One warm day, Ethan and Mom and Dad loaded up the car with a lot of suitcases and boxes, and then they called to me. I hopped into the backseat with Ethan. We took a long ride, and when we were done, we were at “the farm.”

The farm meant new animals, new people, and new smells. From the first moment I jumped out of the car after Ethan, I was very busy.

Two older people came out of a big white house, and there was a lot of happy exclaiming while I ran around everybody’s feet. Ethan called the two new people Grandma and Grandpa. After he’d spent some time hugging them and hearing things like “You’ve grown so much!” and “So this is Bailey!” he ran off across a patch of packed-down dirt. “Come on, Bailey!” he called to me.

He didn’t need to call; I was already racing after him.

He took me past a split-rail fence where an enormous horse stared at me. I crawled under the fence to bark and invite her to play, but she only puffed air out through her nostrils and went back to biting off mouthfuls of grass. Her loss! I dove back under the fence and took off after Ethan, who was happily shouting my name.

I followed him down to a pond. I guessed that was what the farm had instead of a creek. There was a family of ducks to bark at, and they splashed into the water, paddling away as I ran up. Unfair! The minute I stopped barking, they came back toward the bank, the mother in the lead and half a dozen little fluff balls behind her in a line. So of course I had to bark again. Back they all went into the water. Ducks looked to me to be about as useless as Smokey the cat.

“You crazy dog, Bailey!” Happiness was pouring out of Ethan’s voice. “Come on!”

We went running back to the big white house.

Dad left after a few days, but Mom stayed with us on the farm that whole summer. Ethan slept on the porch, and I slept right there with him, and no one even pretended that the arrangement should be different.

Grandpa liked to sit in a chair and scratch my ears. Grandma always seemed to be cooking in the kitchen, and she needed me to sample what she made. I was glad to do my part. The love from both of them made me squirm with joy.

Outside, there was no yard, only a big open field with a fence. The horse, whose name was Flare, stayed inside the fence all day, eating grass. It was a strange thing, though; I never saw her throw up once. She did leave big brown piles all over the field, which smelled interesting but tasted dry and bland. I only ate a couple of them.

Sometimes Flare went into a big, shabby old building called the barn, and the first time I followed her in there I discovered that the farm had a cat. What a disappointment! She crouched back in the shadows and jumped up high or ran away whenever I came near. Well, that made her a better cat than Smokey, at least.

Beyond the barn were woods that were fun to explore, and it was always worth checking out the pond to see if the ducks needed to be barked at. The boy liked the pond, too. He would put me in an old rowboat and push it out into the water. Then he would pull out a pole with a string attached, stick a worm on the string, and drop the worm over the side. Sometimes he’d pull out a small, wriggling fish for me to bark at. Then he’d let it go.

“It’s too little, Bailey,” he’d say. “But one of these days I’m going to catch a big one.”

One afternoon, after we’d been at the farm a few weeks, Ethan was at a table and Mom was stretched out on a couch with a book, and Grandma had gone upstairs to lie on her bed, which meant that the kitchen didn’t smell as good as usual. I decided to explore a little more of the woods.

I hadn’t gotten very far when I caught sight of the black cat from the barn, waddling slowly away from me. Of course, I took off after her. It was funny … when I’d seen the cat in the barn, I didn’t remember a white stripe down her back. Now she definitely had one.

She didn’t run away from me as quickly as she had before, either. As I got closer, I realized that this was no cat after all. It was a new kind of animal! Excited, I barked and bowed down low on my front legs to invite her to play.

She turned and gave me a solemn look, her fluffy tail high up in the air. I let my own tail wave back and forth. Great! Although everything about the farm was wonderful, the one thing that was lacking was another dog to wrestle with or chase around. I did miss Marshmallow from time to time.

I jumped forward to give my new playmate a nudge with my nose.

The next thing I knew, a plume of horrible stink puffed into my face, sticking to my eyes and lips, choking my nose. I sprang back. What had just happened? Half blind, helpless, I retreated, stumbling over sticks and roots, making my way back to the house.

“Skunk!” Grandpa announced when I scratched at the back door to be let in. “Oh, you’re not coming in, Bailey!”

Mom came to stand behind Grandpa on the other side of the door. “Bailey, did you get into a skunk? Ugh, you sure did!”

Was that the name of the stinky cat creature in the woods? Skunk? Why was everyone just staring at me, not letting me in? I wanted to roll on the carpets and rub some of this awful smell off my fur.

That didn’t happen, though. Instead, the boy came out, wrinkling his nose. He took me around to the side of the yard, where he wet me down with a hose. When I tried to lick his face, he pushed me away. “Yuck, Bailey. Skunk!” he said. His voice was so stern that I understood: the skunk had been bad.

Then he held my collar while Grandpa showed up with a basket of tomatoes from the garden. Together, Grandpa and the boy squished the soft, warm tomatoes all over me, rubbing the tart-smelling juice into my fur.

What a thing to do! I shook myself, sending water and juice and tomato pulp flying. “Bailey!” the boy yelped, and Grandpa laughed and groaned at the same time. “He needs a bath now,” the old man said.

[image: image]

A bath? What was that? I couldn’t remember. Was it something to eat? That would help to make up for all this ridiculous treatment!

But it turned out that a bath wasn’t something to eat. Mom brought out some soap that smelled a little bit (not very much, I thought) like roses. Ethan rubbed the suds into my fur until I smelled like a cross between Mom, a flower garden, and a tomato.

I had never been so embarrassed in my life. And things didn’t get much better after that.

Even once I was dry, I had to stay out on the porch. And when Ethan came out there to sleep, he kicked me out of his bed!

“You stink, Bailey,” he said.

I lay on the floor and tried a whimper or two, but Ethan didn’t give in and let me climb up. So I just tried to sleep despite all of the strange, bewildering smells floating around.

When morning finally came, I gulped down breakfast—Ethan brought my food bowl out to the porch for me—and raced outside.

A good roll in the grass helped to rub some of those dreadful odors off of my fur. And when I checked out the pond, I got lucky. Something was lying on the bank—a dead fish! It was small, but the smell was good and strong. I rolled in it over and over, twisting my back to get the scent ground in properly. It didn’t help as much as I thought it would, though. Under the marvelous dead fish smell, I could still sense tomato and perfume and that horrible tang of skunk.

I needed to figure all of this out, so I headed back for the woods. Sure enough, my nose led me quickly to that skunk. I sniffed at her, hoping that I’d pick up some information that would explain what had been going on.

And the very same thing happened! She lifted up her tail, and from her rear end, of all places, another powerful blast of stink hit me right in the face.

I yelped and backed away as quickly as I could. What was going on? Couldn’t that skunk tell I just wanted to play? And if she didn’t feel like playing, why didn’t she just run away or hide or jump up on something tall, like Smokey or the barn cat always did?

Shaking my head, blinking, I stumbled back out of the woods. “Oh, Bailey!” Ethan moaned when I found him by the fence. “You’re kidding me!”

I was put through the whole thing again—the water from the hose, tomatoes from the garden, and Mom’s horrible fake-flowery soap. Was this going to be my life now? Every day? Would I ever be let back into the house, where Grandma’s cooking smelled so delicious? Would I ever sleep in the bed next to my boy again?

“You are so stupid, Bailey!” the boy scolded as he scrubbed me.

Grandma was watching this time. “Don’t call him stupid. It’s such an ugly word,” she said. “And he’s hardly more than a puppy. He didn’t know what he was doing. Tell him … tell him he’s a doodle. That’s what my mother always called me when I was a little girl and I did something wrong.”

The boy faced me sternly. “Bailey, you are a doodle. You are a doodle, doodle dog.” And then he laughed and Grandma laughed, but I was so miserable I could barely move my tail.

Just to show that skunk, I was going to ignore her. That would serve her right, after everything she’d put me through.
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Over the next few days, the smells faded from my fur. And about the time I finally smelled like myself again, my family stopped behaving so strangely. They let me in the house, and I took over my job of tasting kitchen scraps. The boy called me doodle from time to time, but I could tell he wasn’t angry when he did.

“Want to go fishing, doodle dog?” he’d ask, and we’d shove out in the rowboat and pull tiny fish out of the water for a few hours.

One day a chilly breeze swept in from a cloudy sky. Ethan pulled on a shirt with a hood that covered his head, and he called me to go down to the pond. We had been fishing for a while, and I was starting to wonder when we’d be going in for lunch, when Ethan suddenly sat straight up. “I’ve got a big one, Bailey! A big one!”

I leaped to my feet, barking. If Ethan was excited, so was I!

Ethan wrestled with his rod for more than a minute, grinning and laughing, and then I saw it. A fish the size of a cat was coming to the surface of the water, right next to us! Ethan and I both leaned forward eagerly to see it. The boat lurched under us, and with a startled yell, the boy fell overboard.

The boat rocked back when Ethan fell, throwing me to the bottom in a heap. I jumped up and peered over the side, down into the dark green water. I could see the dark form of the boy going down, vanishing from sight. The bubbles rising to the surface carried his scent to me, but he wasn’t coming up.

My boy was in trouble!

I didn’t hesitate. I dove right in after him, my eyes open as I pushed against the water, struggling to follow the trail of bubbles down in the cold darkness.

I couldn’t see much of anything. The water flowed into my nose, smoothed my fur, and flattened my ears against my head. The boy must be somewhere below me. I paddled as hard as I could, my front legs reaching, my back legs thrashing.

Finally I caught sight of him—a blurry image in murky shadows. I lunged, jaws open, and seized the hood of his sweatshirt in my mouth. Lifting my head, dragging him with me, I swam hard for the sunlit surface of the pond.

We burst up into the air. “Bailey!” the boy shouted, laughing. “Are you trying to save me, boy?” He reached out and snagged the boat with his arm. Frantically, I tried to claw myself up over his body and into the boat, so that I could pull him the rest of the way to safety.

He was still laughing. “Bailey, no, you doodle dog! Stop it!” He pushed me away, and I swam in a tight circle around him. I knew I shouldn’t go far from him. “I have to get the rod, Bailey. I dropped the rod. I’m okay! Go on! I’m okay!” The boy waved a hand at the shore, as if he were throwing a ball that way. He seemed to want me to leave the pond. I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. What if he went under again?

But at the moment, he was talking, and laughing, so I could tell that he was fine. And he kept waving me to the shore. Finally, I went and pulled myself out onto a small area of sand next to the dock to shake all that heavy water from my fur.

“Good boy, Bailey!” Ethan called.

I looked around and saw his feet go up in the air, and an instant later he vanished under the water. With a whimper, I threw myself back into the water, swimming as hard as I could, my shoulders lifting all the way out of the pond with the effort. I had to reach Ethan!

When I got to the trail of bubbles, I followed the scent. It was much harder to get myself down this time because I hadn’t dived out of the boat, so I was slower to reach the boy. As I was headed toward the bottom of the pond, I glimpsed him beneath me, coming up. I switched directions. Our heads broke free of the water and out into the air at the same time.

“Bailey!” Ethan called in delight. He tossed his rod into the boat. “You are such a good dog, Bailey!”

I swam beside him as he pulled the boat over to the sand. He was all right! The water hadn’t taken my boy away from me! I was so relieved that I danced and licked Ethan’s face as he bent to pull the boat out of the pond.

“You really tried to save me, boy.” I followed him onto the sand and shook myself again. Then I sat, panting, as Ethan left the boat on the sand and settled down beside me to stroke my face. His touch was as warming as the sun.

The next day, the boy brought Grandpa down to the dock. I raced ahead of them to be sure the duck family was out of the water. The boy was wearing another shirt with a hood, this one light gray, and he paused next to Grandpa on the dock. I sat down, too. All three of us looked into the green water.

“You watch. He’ll dive underwater, I promise,” the boy said.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Grandpa replied.

Grandpa grabbed my collar. “Go!” he shouted to Ethan.

The boy took off running. I strained to follow, and Grandpa let me go. Ethan sailed off the end of the dock with a huge splash. I skidded to a stop and barked, looking back at Grandpa.

“Go get him, Bailey!” Grandpa said.

I looked down at the frothy water where the boy had gone in. Then I looked at Grandpa again. He was old and moved pretty slowly, but I couldn’t believe he was so daft that he wasn’t going to do anything about this! The boy needed help! Again! Why was Grandpa just standing there?

I barked some more.

“Go on!” Grandpa urged me.

Did I have to do everything in this family? With one more bark, I dove off the end of the dock, swimming down toward the bottom, where I could just see Ethan’s light shirt. I gripped his collar in my jaws and headed for air.

“See! He saved me!” the boy called when our heads broke the surface.

“Good boy, Bailey!” Grandpa and Ethan shouted together.

I was so happy with the praise and so relieved that Ethan was okay that I decided to take off after the ducks. They’d thought it was safe to get back in the water. I’d show them! I got so close to snapping off a few tail feathers that they flapped their wings and quacked. That meant I’d won.

We spent the rest of the afternoon playing Rescue Me. After a few more times, I got less worried, since Ethan always came back up. Still, he was so happy every time I hauled him to the surface that I did it again and again.

I couldn’t see any reason why we’d ever leave the farm, but when Dad arrived a few days later and Mom started walking from room to room, opening drawers and pulling things out, I had a feeling that we were going to be moving once again.

I stuck close to Ethan in case he had any ideas of leaving me behind. He laughed at me, and finally he yelled, “Car ride!”

I dashed outside and jumped in the backseat, hanging my head out the window. The horse, Flare, stared over the fence, probably jealous because I could fit inside the car and she couldn’t. Grandma and Grandpa hugged Ethan and me before we drove away.

The car took us back to our first house. I missed the farm, but it was good to smell the familiar smells once more and to meet the other kids and dogs in the neighborhood again. We played games and I chased balls and wrestled with my friend Marshmallow. It was wonderful.

What happened the next day was not so wonderful.

Everybody got up early, and I was led out to the garage. Again! I thought the people in my family had learned their lesson. Why was this starting all over?

I ran out of the dog door into the backyard and checked to see that Mom and Ethan were really leaving. They were! Ethan climbed into the big yellow bus and Mom drove away.

This would never do.

I barked for a while, and Marshmallow answered from down the street, but that didn’t help as much as you’d think. Since I couldn’t think of what else to do, I went back inside and sniffed at the doghouse. I wasn’t about to spend the day in there.

I saw Smokey’s feet underneath the door that led back to the house. I put my nose to the crack and breathed in his scent, letting out a frustrated sigh. He didn’t smell sorry for me at all.

I was a big dog now, bigger than I’d been the last time I’d been locked in the garage. The doorknob wasn’t as far above my head as it used to be. As I looked at it, I remembered how I’d gotten out of the yard where I had lived with my mother. I put my front paws on the door, took the knob in my mouth, and twisted it.

Nothing happened.

I didn’t give up, though. The knob was slippery in my mouth and the metal tasted bitter, but I tugged and pulled, wrestling with it, and suddenly there was a click.

The door opened!
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Smokey had been sitting against the other side of the door, probably laughing at my struggles with the knob. But when the door swung open, he definitely wasn’t laughing anymore! His pupils grew dark and he turned and fled. Of course, I followed, skittering around a corner and barking when he jumped up onto a counter.

It was much better in the house than in the garage. It was warmer, and it smelled nicer, and best of all, there was a long flat box lying on the counter. Last night’s pizza dinner had been delivered in that box, and Ethan had let me have his crust. Delicious! I jumped up to pat the box with my front paw, and it tumbled easily to the floor.

I ate it. Well, all of it that I could, and I shredded the parts that were too tough to chew. Smokey watched, looking disgusted, but I knew he was just jealous. Then I ate the cat food in his bowl, licking it shiny, just as I did when I played Clean the Plates with Ethan.

Normally I wasn’t allowed to get up on the couch, but I figured that the usual rules didn’t apply now, since I was here in the house by myself. So I hopped up and settled in for a nice nap in the sun, on warm cushions that smelled of Ethan and Mom and Dad. Unfortunately, they smelled of Smokey, too; I couldn’t do anything about that.

Sometime later, I realized that the sun had moved. What a nuisance. I stretched and wriggled into a new sunny spot.

Then a heard a faint creak. I knew that sound well. It meant that one of the kitchen cupboards was opening.

I jumped off the couch, shook myself, and hurried into the kitchen to see what was happening. Smokey was on the counter again, and he had carefully reached up with one paw and opened a cupboard. I didn’t know he could do that!

Then he did something even more interesting. He jumped right inside the cupboard! For the first time, I thought that there might be some good in being as small as a cat.

Smokey shifted inside the cupboard and looked down at me, as if he were thinking. I nibbled an itch at the base of my tail and then glanced up at him.

Smokey had been tugging at a plastic bag with one paw. Now he smacked it once, then twice. On the third smack, the bag tipped over, wobbled for a moment on the edge of the cupboard, and fell. It hit the counter and bounced onto the floor.

I pounced on it and bit it. The plastic split open, and wonderful, delicious, salty, crunchy things sprayed all over the kitchen floor. I got busy cleaning them up. Smokey watched me and then batted down another bag. I ripped this one open. It was full of sweet, doughy rolls.

I decided right there and then that I had been wrong about Smokey. I almost felt bad that I’d eaten his breakfast earlier. It was his own fault for letting it sit there in the bowl, of course, but even so … If I’d known he was going to be so nice to me, I would have left his food alone.

At least I would have tried to.

I nosed at a few of the lower cupboards, but I couldn’t get them open myself. How did Smokey do it? I did manage to get my front paws up on the counter and tug down a loaf of bread in another plastic bag. I ate the bread and left the plastic alone.

The kitchen trash can didn’t have a lid, so it was easy to get in there. A few of the things inside were not to my taste. There was some bitter black grit that coated my tongue when I gave it a lick, plus some eggshells and more bits of plastic. None of those were worth my time. But there was plenty that I liked—pizza crusts, leftover scrambled egg, a scrap of bacon fat. I chewed up the plastic afterward, just because.

I was outside waiting when the bus arrived. Chelsea and Todd both got off, but there was no sign of the boy. That meant he would be arriving later, with Mom. I went back into the house, wandered upstairs, and pulled a few shoes out of Mom’s closet. I didn’t chew on them too much, though. I was feeling full from all of my snacks, and kind of sleepy.

I carried the shoes down with me to the living room in case I wanted them later, and stood for a while, trying to decide if I wanted another nap on the couch (but the sun wasn’t shining on it anymore) or in a patch of sun on the carpet (but it wasn’t as soft as the couch). With a sigh, I chose the carpet and lay down restlessly. I wasn’t quite sure it had been the right choice.

When Mom’s car door slammed, I was awake in an instant. I tore through the house, into the garage, out the dog door, and into the backyard, so that nobody would know about my wonderful day inside the house. Ethan ran straight to the backyard to play with me. Mom went up the front walk, her shoes clicking.

“I missed you, Bailey! Did you have fun today?” the boy asked me, scratching under my chin.

“Ethan! Come and look at what Bailey did!”

At the sound of my name, said in such a stern voice, my ears fell.

Ethan and I went into the house, and I came up to Mom, wagging my tail as hard as I could so that she would be happy again. She was holding something in her hand—one of the shredded plastic bags I had left on the kitchen floor.

“The door to the garage was open. Look at this!” Mom said. “The cinnamon rolls, the potato chips, a loaf of bread, everything in the garbage … Bailey, you are a bad, bad dog.”

I hung my head. I hadn’t done anything wrong, surely, but I could tell that Mom was mad at me. Ethan was, too, especially after Mom told him to pick up all the bits of plastic off the floor.

“How in the world did he even get up on the counter? He must have jumped,” Mom said.

“You are a bad dog, a bad, bad, dog, Bailey,” Ethan told me again.

Smokey strolled into the kitchen, blinking his wide, dark eyes and leaping easily up onto the counter. And no one said a word to him! Mom even gave him a fresh bowl of cat food. Then she pushed a mop around on the floor, and the boy carried a bag of trash out to the garage.

“Bailey, that was bad,” the boy whispered to me again. Why was everybody still so upset? I looked up at Smokey, who was daintily picking at his dinner, away up on the counter where I couldn’t reach. He was a bad, bad cat, and nobody even seemed to know it.

“Bailey!” Mom shrieked from the living room.

I guessed she had found her shoes.

*   *   *

After that day, whenever I was left in the garage, I tried the doorknob again. But the door never opened a second time. I spent my days in the backyard, waiting for my boy. In the afternoons and on the days he didn’t have to go to school, we got to be together.

On many days, we also got to spend time with the other neighborhood kids. But I noticed that none of them ever went to knock on the door of Todd’s house. Sometimes I saw him walking down the street, but nobody called out to him. Most days he didn’t come up to the group of kids, either. He’d duck inside his house or head for the woods and the creek, alone.

Those times he did come over to the other kids, something strange would happen. The children grew quieter and more excited at the same time. There was a nervousness about them, and it made me nervous, too. Marshmallow seemed to feel the same way. She would stick close to Chelsea’s side whenever Todd was nearby.

Ethan didn’t go to Todd’s house anymore, but Todd still came to ours now and then, usually when Ethan and I were out in the yard together. One day he hurried up to the gate, calling Ethan’s name. “Come out! I got something,” he said.

Ethan went through the gate, and I went with him. Todd was carrying a bag, and he opened it up to let Ethan peek inside. “Eggs? What’s the big deal about a carton of eggs?” Ethan asked.

Todd grinned and nodded across the street, where a bunch of small girls were playing a hopping game, jumping over and around some chalked lines on the sidewalk.

“Let’s get them,” Todd said, grinning.

Ethan looked over at the girls and back at Todd. “What? You mean, like … throw the eggs?”

“Yeah! Of course!” Todd’s grin grew wider, and I could tell that his heart was beating faster.

“That’s…” Ethan hesitated. “No way, Todd. Geez. Linda’s over there!”

Linda’s dark pigtails flew as she jumped. She looked much happier than the last time I’d seen her, inside her house.

“So what?” Todd’s grin was fading. A sneer was taking his place. “She’s a little crybaby. Are you going to be a baby, too? What’s the big deal?”

Ethan shook his head. “I just don’t want to. You’re the one making a big deal.”

I didn’t like the surge of rage that came off Todd, the way a whoosh of steam and smell would come out of a pot in the kitchen when Mom lifted the lid. He snatched the carton of eggs out of the bag and took a step away from Ethan. Suddenly he threw the carton hard at Ethan’s feet.

Ethan jumped back, and I did, too, but I came forward again at once. Rich yellow yolks and slippery whites were oozing from the broken carton and sliding all over the driveway. Clearly, this was a job for me. I went to work.

“Crybaby,” I heard Todd mutter, but I was too busy licking to look up and watch him go.

Ethan rubbed my head for a minute and then went into our backyard. He came back with a hose and sprayed what was left of the broken eggs down the driveway and into the gutter. He picked up the remains of the carton and threw them in the garbage.

After that, Todd didn’t come over to our house anymore.

Not during the day, anyway. But once, after the snow and the cold weather came again, I was out in the backyard before bed, finding the right spot to use, when I smelled Todd on the other side of the fence. His smell was strong. He must have been there for quite a while. I let out a warning bark and was pretty pleased when I heard him turn around and run away.
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I waited patiently for school to be over and done with. And finally it happened—the snow melted, the warm weather came, and one day Ethan jumped off the bus with extra excitement. A few days later, we were off to the farm.

The second that the car stopped, I leaped out, racing around the yard, quickly marking my territory in case any other dogs had gotten the wrong idea while I’d been gone. I greeted Flare and barked at the black cat in the barn and the ducks by the pond. They’d produced another batch of ducklings, although I could not imagine why. I raced into the woods, got a whiff of the skunk, and raced back out again. If she wanted to play, she knew where to find me.

I loved it at the farm, and I loved the happiness that poured out of Ethan when we were there. That second summer, there was one particular night Ethan was happier, more excited, and more anxious than usual. When it was bedtime, he didn’t head for the sleeping porch as he usually did. Mom and Grandpa and Grandma didn’t go upstairs, either. Instead, they all gathered in the living room. I stayed close. They might need my help.

Everybody stared at the television, although I couldn’t see or smell anything interesting in the small, flickering images. Ethan’s excitement spiraled up and up. Mom and Grandma and Grandpa were excited, too, and scared as well. Pretty soon I was going to have to bark, just to share in the feelings.

Then suddenly, all four of them yelled and cheered, and I did bark, and nobody told me not to do it inside the house. Then Ethan took me out into the yard, and we sat down and looked up at the moon.

“There’s a man up there right now, Bailey,” Ethan told me. “See the moon? Someday I’ll go there, too.”

He was so happy that I ran off and got a stick for him to throw for me. He laughed.

“Don’t worry, Bailey. I’ll take you with me when I go.”

Most days on the farm we did just what we had done the last year—fished in the pond or played Rescue Me, and wandered in the woods, and I did my tasting jobs in the kitchen. Sometimes Grandpa would drive into town, and he’d ask Ethan if he wanted to go. The boy would say yes, and I’d jump into the car with him.
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Grandpa liked to go to a place where he sat in a chair and a man played with his hair. There were not enough other boys or dogs there, and Ethan would get bored. We’d wind up walking up and down the streets, looking at windows and hoping to find some friends for me to sniff.

The best place to find other dogs was in the park. There was a big grassy area, and a pond, although we never played Rescue Me there. One day we spotted an older boy and his dog. The dog was a female, short, black, and all business. When I trotted up to sniff her, she didn’t even glance at me. Her eyes were on the thin plastic disk the boy was holding in his hand.

Then the boy threw it.

The dog raced and leaped and caught the disk before it even hit the ground. Pretty impressive, I suppose. If you like that sort of thing.

“What do you think, Bailey? Do you want to do that, boy?” Ethan asked, his eyes shining.

I found a stick to chew. I bet it tasted better than that plastic thing, anyway. When we got home, Ethan went right up to his room and got busy making something he called the flip.

“It’s like a cross between a boomerang, a Frisbee, and a baseball,” he told Grandpa when he was finished. “It will fly twice as far, because the ball gives it weight, see?”

I sniffed at the thing in his hand, which had been a perfectly good football before Ethan cut it up and asked Grandma to put some new stitches in it. “Come on, Bailey!” Ethan shouted, running outside. Grandpa and I followed.

“How much money can you make on an invention like this?” Ethan asked eagerly.

“Let’s just see how she flies,” Grandpa said.

“Okay, ready, Bailey? Ready?”

I figured something was about to happen and stood alertly, my ears pricked to catch all sounds, my tail beating steadily. The boy cranked his arm back and flung the flip into the air, where it twisted and fell from the sky as if it had hit something.

I trotted over to sniff at it.

“Bring the flip, Bailey!” the boy called.

Gingerly, I picked the thing up. I remembered the short black dog chasing the plastic disk in the park and felt a little jealous. That disk had soared, and the dog had soared up to meet it. This thing—well, it didn’t soar.

I took it back over to where the boy was standing and spat it out.

“Not aerodynamic,” Grandpa was saying. “Too much resistance. It has to sort of slice through the air.”

“I just need to throw it right,” the boy insisted.

Grandpa went back inside, and for the next hour the boy threw the flip again. And again. And again.

I could sense frustration building in him, so after then tenth throw I left the flip where it had fallen and brought back a stick instead. I figured it would be more fun to throw, and it would definitely be more fun for me to catch.

“No, Bailey,” he said sadly. “The flip. Get the flip!”

I barked, wagging, trying to get him to see how much fun the stick would be if he just gave it a chance.

“Bailey! The flip!”

And then someone said, “Hi.” Ethan’s head jerked around. The person who had spoken was a girl, about Ethan’s age, I’d guess, standing next to a bicycle. I trotted over, wagging, and she patted my head.

In one hand she had a basket with something inside it that smelled sweet and dark and rich. I knew that smell; it was called chocolate. But I’d never been allowed to eat any. I sat down, trying hard to look as nice as possible, so she’d hand the basket over to me.

“What’s your name, girl?” she asked me.

“He’s a boy,” Ethan said. “His name is Bailey.”

I looked over at the boy, because he’d said my name. I noticed something odd about him. It was almost as if he were afraid, but not exactly, even though he’d taken half a step backward when he saw the girl. I looked back at the girl. I liked her and her chocolate smell. I wagged.

“I live down the road. My mom made some brownies for your family. Uh,” the girl said, gesturing at her basket with her free hand.

“Oh,” the boy said.

I kept my attention on the basket.

“So, um…,” the girl said.

“I’ll get my grandmother,” the boy said. He turned and walked inside the house, but I decided to stay with the basket. And the girl, of course.

“Hi, Bailey, are you a good dog? You’re a good dog,” the girl told me.

Good, but not good enough to get some chocolate, I discovered, even when I gave the basket a nudge with my nose so she’d get the hint. She just laughed and shook her head. Her hair was light-colored and long enough to wave back and forth when she did that. She, too, seemed the tiniest bit afraid. Of what? The only thing around here that might make anyone anxious was a poor starving dog who needed a treat.

“Hannah!” Grandma said, coming out of the house. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Hi, Mrs. Morgan.”

“Come in, come in. What have you got there?”

“My mom made some brownies.” I followed Hannah into the house.

“Well, isn’t that wonderful,” Grandma went on. “Ethan, you probably don’t remember, but you and Hannah used to play together when you were just babies. She’s a little more than a year younger than you.”

“I don’t remember,” Ethan said, kicking at the carpet.

He was still acting oddly. He didn’t seem to be in trouble, though, so I took on the duty of guarding Hannah’s basket. Grandma set it on a side table next to Grandpa, who was in a chair with a book. He looked at the basket over the top of his glasses and reached in.

“Do not spoil your dinner!” Grandma hissed at him. He snatched his hand back. I looked at him with sympathy, and he looked back at me the same way. Nobody ever let us have any fun.

For the next several minutes, Grandma did most of the talking, Ethan stood with his hands in his pockets, and Hannah sat on the couch and didn’t look at him. Nobody ate a treat. Finally, Ethan asked Hannah if she wanted to see the flip.

At the sound of that horrible word, I whipped my head around to stare at the boy in dismay. I thought we’d moved on. Could it be true that we weren’t done throwing that horrible thing around?

The three of us went out into the yard. Ethan showed Hannah the flip, but when he threw it, it still fell to the ground like a dead bird.

“I need to make some design changes to it,” Ethan said.

I walked over to the flip but didn’t pick it up, hoping the boy would decide to end the embarrassment once and for all.

Hannah stayed for a while. She went over to the pond to have a look at those stupid ducks, petted Flare on the nose, and took a couple of turns with the flip. Then she got on her bicycle, and as she steered down the driveway, I trotted beside her. The boy whistled for me and I returned at a dead run.

Something told me we’d be seeing that girl again. Maybe she’d bring the basket back with her, too.
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Later that summer, the packing began again. Mom walked from room to room, but Ethan stayed on his bed, reading a book. I followed Mom for a bit as she put things in the car, and then came back to check on Ethan, confused. He put down his book and we both went outside.

Grandma and Grandpa had come out to the car, too. Ethan and I stood next to it as they both got inside.

“I’ll navigate,” Grandpa said.

“You’ll fall asleep before we cross the county line,” Grandma replied.

Mom wrapped the boy up in her arms. “Now, Ethan. You are a big boy. You be good. You call if you have any problems.”

Ethan squirmed under his mother’s hug. “I know,” he said.

“We’ll be back in two days. You need anything, you can ask Mr. Huntley next door. I made you a casserole.”

“I know!” Ethan said.

“Bailey, you take good care of Ethan, hear?”

I wagged my tail. Were we going for a car ride or what?

“I stayed by myself all the time when I was his age,” Grandpa said. “This will be good for him.”

I could feel worry and hesitation in Mom, but she let go of Ethan and got behind the wheel. “I love you, Ethan,” she said.

Ethan mumbled something, kicking at the dirt.

The car rolled off down the driveway, and Ethan and I solemnly watched until it was out of sight. Then … 

“Come on, Bailey!” Ethan shouted.

Everything was suddenly more fun. The boy ate some lunch, and when he was done we played Clean the Plate. We went into the barn, and he climbed up on the rafters while I barked, and when he jumped off into a pile of hay, I tackled him. An inky shadow from the corner told me the cat was watching all of this, but when I trotted over to see what she was doing, she slunk away and vanished.

When the afternoon grew late, the boy gave Flare a bucketful of food, and we went back into the kitchen. He got some chicken out of the refrigerator and then, to my surprise, he took the plate into the living room. I followed him and watched with interest as he switched on the television and settled down in a chair, his plate on his lap. This was new! And it got even better when the boy tossed me bits of succulent chicken skin while he ate.

After we played Clean the Plate (twice in one day!), I decided to see just how much the rules had changed. I put a paw up on Grandpa’s chair. The boy didn’t say anything. I jumped up and looked over at the boy again. He glanced at me, smiled, and returned his eyes to the television.

After a bit, I heard the telephone ring, and I opened one eye to watch the boy get up to answer it. I heard him say, “Bed,” but after he hung up the phone, he didn’t go to the sleeping porch. He went back to his chair and the television, so I curled up a little tighter in mine.

I was in a solid sleep when a sudden sense of something wrong woke me with a jolt. I picked up my head. The boy was sitting stiffly upright, his head cocked.

“Did you hear a noise?” he whispered.

This seemed serious.

I got off the chair, stretched, shook, and looked at Ethan expectantly. What did he want me to do? When he didn’t move, I went over to his chair. He touched my head, and his fear leaped from his skin. “Bailey,” he whispered.

I wasn’t at all sure what was happening, but I knew there was a threat somewhere. I prepared myself to face it, feeling the fur rising on my back and a growl forming in my throat.

Slowly, the boy stood up and took hold of my collar. I stayed close by him, on high alert, as we walked upstairs to Mom’s room.

I could smell Mom strongly here, her sweat, the flowery soap she liked to use, her gentleness. Once the door was closed behind Ethan, I could feel him relax a little. So I did, too. He let go of my collar and looked around the room.

“Okay,” he muttered.

He got on one side of the dresser and pushed with all his strength. It skidded across the floor. I watched, puzzled, as he pushed the heavy piece of furniture in front of the door. Hadn’t he liked it where it was?

When the door was blocked, Ethan nodded, and I felt his fear die away. Whatever the threat had been, it seemed to have passed. Ethan pulled off his shoes and pants and flopped down on the bed. “Here, Bailey!” he called.

I jumped up and lay right beside him, and he hugged me tightly, both arms around me, the way he would do now and then in the doghouse. I licked his chin, which still tasted a little of chicken, and his ear. Then I settled down with my head across his chest, trying to be as comforting as I could.

We were together, after all. How could anything be wrong?

The next morning, we slept in and then had a fabulous breakfast. Ethan’s fear from the night before was totally gone. I ate toast crusts and licked scrambled eggs and finished Ethan’s milk for him. What a great day!

Ethan stayed in the kitchen after we played Clean the Plate, packing up more food and putting it into a bag, along with a bottle that he filled with water. He slid the whole thing into his backpack.

Were we going for a walk? A walk with food? I danced around the kitchen with excitement. Sometimes Ethan and I would go for long walks, and he’d bring sandwiches along for us to share. Lately, all of our walks seemed to take us down by the house where that girl, Hannah, lived. I could smell her scent on the mailbox. The boy would stand and look at her house, and then we’d turn around and walk home.

Whistling, the boy went out to take care of Flare, bringing her a bucket of dry seeds. I sniffed at them and licked a few, just to try them. They had no taste at all.

I was surprised when, after Flare had eaten, Ethan fetched a blanket and a shiny leather saddle and put them on the horse’s back. We’d done this a few times before, with Ethan climbing up to sit high on Flare’s back while I watched from the ground. But it had always been with Grandpa there, and always with the gate to Flare’s big yard firmly closed.

Today the boy opened the gate and then hoisted himself up onto the horse with a grin.

“Let’s go, Bailey!” he called down to me.

I followed grumpily. I didn’t like it that Flare was suddenly getting all of the boy’s attention. I was so far away from Ethan, too, forced to walk beside this huge creature that I thought was about as dumb as the ducks.

Soon we were in the woods, walking along a trail. I spotted a rabbit and took off after it. I would have caught it, too, if it hadn’t cheated by changing directions all of a sudden. I smelled more than one skunk, but of course I didn’t go in their direction. Those skunks weren’t worth my time.

We stopped at a small pool, and Ethan got off the horse. Both Flare and I took a drink, and Ethan ate sandwiches, tossing me the crusts.

“Isn’t this great, Bailey? Are you having a good time?”

I watched his hand. Was he asking me if I was ready for more sandwiches? Of course I was.

It was nice to be out in the woods, even if Flare did have to tag along. Ethan hadn’t brought the flip with him, so that was one good thing. And there were so many interesting smells, plus, of course, my boy. Ethan packed up the leftover sandwiches and got back up on Flare. We kept going.

We were so far from home by now that I could not smell any sign of it. I could tell that Ethan was getting tired from his voice and the way he sat on Flare. “Do we go this way? Or that way?” he asked after we’d been riding for a while. “Do you remember, Bailey? Do you know where we are?”

I looked up at him and wagged, and we kept walking. Ethan nudged Flare down a new trail.

I’d marked so much new territory that my leg was getting sore from being hoisted up into the air. And then Flare suddenly lifted her tail and let loose a huge gush of urine. What a stupid thing to do! Now her scent would wipe mine out, and nobody could smell me. Since I was the dog, that wasn’t right! The horse should have known better. I wandered up ahead to clear the smell from my nose.

I topped a small rise, and that’s when I saw the snake. It was coiled in a patch of sun, sticking its tongue out and in, out and in. I stopped, fascinated. I’d never seen one before.

“What is it, Bailey? What do you see?”

Whatever the boy was saying, it probably wasn’t Go bite the snake. I didn’t think it was the kind of thing I wanted to play with. Suppose it turned out to be like the skunk and had no idea how to play properly?

I ran back to the boy and Flare, keeping pace with them up the small hill. I wondered how Flare would react when she saw the snake curled up in front of her.

At first she didn’t see it, but as she got closer, the snake suddenly pulled back, lifting its slim, dark head. And that’s when Flare screamed.

I didn’t even know that a horse could make that sound! It startled me so much that I jumped into a bush and barked wildly. Flare’s front legs came off the ground, and she spun, kicking. The boy went flying off her back and hit the flat, packed dirt of the trail with a thump.

I ran to him at once. He sat up slowly, took a deep breath, and then jumped to his feet. He was okay! I danced happily around him, but he wasn’t interested in playing. “Flare!” he shouted.

The horse was already running at a full gallop down the trail the way we had come, her hooves pounding the dirt. The boy took off after her, and then I understood what needed to be done. I glanced back at the snake—it seemed to have disappeared—and then I chased Ethan, who was chasing Flare. Obviously this was a race, and Ethan and I had to win!
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We didn’t, though. I tore past Ethan, trying to keep up with Flare, but she was too fast and I was getting too far away from my boy. I turned back to be with him. He’d stopped running and was standing still.

“Oh no!” he was saying as I reached him, but I could tell that the “no” wasn’t for me. “What are we going to do, Bailey?”

And the boy started crying.
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These days, Ethan didn’t cry as much as he had when he was younger. So I got worried, seeing his tears now. I shoved my face into his hands, trying to get as close as I could, trying to comfort him. That was my job.

The best thing, I decided, would be for us to go home and eat some more chicken.

The boy sat down on the path and cried some more, while I leaned on him and licked at his salty tears. At last he stopped and looked blankly around at the trees.

“We’re lost, Bailey,” he said.

I wagged at the sound of my name. How about that chicken now?

The boy took off his backpack, reached in it for the bottle of water, and took a swallow. Then he packed it away and got to his feet.

“Well, okay,” he said. “Come on.”

Apparently our walk wasn’t over, because he picked a new path and set out in a different direction.

We went a long way, and at one point we even crossed over our own scent, so I knew we had come in a circle. The boy kept plodding along, slow but determined. I grew slower, too. I was so tired that when a squirrel darted across the path in front of us I didn’t even bother to chase it.

When the light began to fade from the sky, we sat down on a log. Ethan ate the last of the sandwiches, and this time he didn’t just give me the crusts; he let me have half a sandwich to myself, with tender turkey inside. Marvelous! I ate it in two gulps. Then he cupped his hand and dribbled water into it from the bottle for me to lap up.

“I’m really sorry, Bailey,” Ethan said.

Just before dark, the boy became interested in sticks. He began picking them up, carrying or dragging them to a tree that had fallen over. I hoped he might throw one or two, even though it would have been hard to dredge up the energy to chase them. But instead Ethan leaned all of the sticks against the wall of mud and gnarly roots that had been pulled up when the tree fell.

He piled pine needles on the ground underneath the sticks, and then found some branches with needles still attached to heap on top of the lean-to. I watched with interest.

When it became too dark to see, he crawled under the sticks. “Here, Bailey! Come here!”

I crawled in beside him, on top of the pine needles. It reminded me of the doghouse. Why couldn’t we go back home and curl up in Grandpa’s chair? This seemed like a strange place to spend the evening.

The boy started to shiver. I eased myself as close to him as I could and put my head on top of him. This was the way I used to sleep with my brothers and sisters when we were cold.

“Good dog, Bailey,” he told me.

I wagged once, my tail thumping into the sticks that made a roof over us.

Soon Ethan stopped shivering, and his breathing got slower. I wasn’t perfectly comfortable, but I didn’t move. I knew that I needed to keep the boy as warm as possible.

We were up before the birds started to call. We both marked our territory—I was surprised, because I’d never seen the boy mark before!—and Ethan pulled the paper sack that had been full of sandwiches out of his backpack.

I stuck my nose inside it hopefully. It still smelled deliciously of bread and turkey, but it was empty. I licked it anyway.

“We’ll save it in case we need to make a fire,” Ethan told me. I figured he was probably saying We need more sandwiches, and I thumped my tail on the ground in agreement. We should go home. There would definitely be more sandwiches at home.

Our walk on this second day was not as much fun as the first day had been. Not even close.

The hunger in my belly grew to be a sharp pain, and after we’d walked for a while, the boy cried again, sniffling for about an hour. I could feel anxiety soaking through him, and I stayed close, sitting on his feet. Then he stopped crying and just sat still, staring at me with glassy eyes. I really didn’t like that. It didn’t feel right.

I was worried about my boy. We needed to go home—now.

I licked him in the face, getting him wet from his chin to his eyebrows. It seemed to wake him up a little, and he got to his feet.

“You’re right, Bailey. We can’t just sit here,” he agreed. “Come on.”

We came to a small stream, and I raced ahead to stick my nose in and lap and drink. The boy hurried up behind me and flopped down on his belly to do the same thing. The water helped dull the pain in my stomach, and it seemed to give the boy new energy. When we started off again, we followed the stream.

The water twisted and turned through the trees. Ahead, sunlight glimmered between their trunks, and Ethan looked up with interest. He moved a little faster, and we pushed under the heavy branches of a pine and into the clear light.

The stream ran through a grassy meadow. “That’s better, huh, Bailey?” Ethan said. But as we stepped out into the sun, something nipped my nose, and Ethan slapped at his cheek. “Mosquitoes!” he said.

Even so, we didn’t turn back. Ethan pulled the collar of his shirt tight around his neck, and we kept going. After a little while, the stream splashed down a tiny waterfall and led us back under the trees once again.

I saw Ethan’s shoulders slump.

That night the boy didn’t pick up sticks. He just piled up a heap of dead leaves beside a big rock and curled up, half on the leaves, half under them. He clung tight to me. I didn’t leave him, even though I could smell something dead nearby, something I might have been able to eat. The boy needed my warmth more than ever.

The cold black air settled down around us. I knew Ethan’s strength was fading away. He was tired, and terribly hungry, and he couldn’t go on much longer, not like this.

I had never been so afraid.

The next morning, it seemed to take a long time for the boy to get to his feet and start walking. When a branch slapped him in the face, he didn’t put up a hand to protect himself. He just sat down in a puddle of mud.

I smelled blood. The branch had cut Ethan’s cheek. I sniffed at it.

“Go away, Bailey!” he yelled.

I felt anger and fear and pain flaring inside him, but I didn’t back off. I stayed close, and I knew I had done the right thing when he buried his face in my neck and cried some more.

“We’re lost, Bailey. I’m so sorry,” the boy whispered.

I wagged at my name.

After some time, the boy got up again, pressing a hand on my back to give himself a boost. We followed the stream some more.

It led us into a bog, where the boy sank up to his calves with each step. Each foot made a sucking sound as he pulled it out. With four feet to take my weight, I didn’t sink as deeply, but I still felt the cool slick of the mud between my toes.

Bugs swarmed about our faces. I snapped at the air as they aimed for my eyes and ears. Ethan covered his face with his hands.

He stopped moving. The air left his lungs in a long, deep sigh.

Worried, I picked my way close to him. I put a paw on his leg

He was giving up. I could feel it.

I barked, a giant, deep, booming bark that came from somewhere deep inside me. It was so loud that it startled both of us. Even the bugs scattered for half a second before swarming back.

Ethan moved his hands a little way from his face. He blinked at me.

I barked again.

“Okay,” he said with a groan. He reached down to get his hands covered with mud, and slathered it over his face and neck. “Okay, you’re right, Bailey. Okay.”

Slowly, he pulled his left foot out of the mud and took a step, letting it sink again.

It took us half the day to cross that swamp. When we picked up the stream on the other side of the bog, it was deeper and wider, and the water moved faster. Soon another trickle joined it, and another.

Ethan and I gulped big mouthfuls of water at every pool. Once, Ethan didn’t get up after he’d knelt to drink.

I eyed him closely. I barked.

“No, it’s okay, boy,” he said softly, as if he didn’t have the energy to raise his voice. “Let’s just rest, huh, Bailey? Let’s rest a little. Then we’ll go on.”

He napped while I watched over him], keeping him warm, my head on his chest. I was tempted to go to sleep, too, but I knew that wasn’t the right thing to do.
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Even as a puppy I’d been sure that there was an important job for me out in the world. Now I’d found it. I had to protect my boy. That mattered even more than comforting him when he was sad. I was supposed to watch over him, stay close by when he was in trouble. My purpose was to keep him safe.

After what seemed like a long time, I got worried enough to stick my nose in Ethan’s ear. Wasn’t he ever going to wake up? He snorted and his eyes fluttered open.

“You’re a good dog, Bailey,” he whispered, and forced himself to his feet.

I was almost too tired to wag.

It was late afternoon when the stream joined a river. The boy stood and looked blankly at the dark water for a while, then aimed downstream, trampling down grasses, pushing through thick groves of young trees.

Night was just starting to fall when I picked up a scent that wasn’t grass or mud or leaves or squirrels or deer or skunk. It was a smell I had not come across in days—the smell of other people.

Ethan was shuffling along, his feet scuffing through the dirt. I darted ahead of him, my nose to the ground.

“Come on, Bailey,” he mumbled. “Where you going?”

My nose found what I knew must be there—a dirt path worn into the ground, the smell of human feet thick on it. Following me, Ethan stumbled over the path. I think he didn’t even notice it.

I barked.

Ethan turned his head to look at me, and his gaze sharpened. “Hey!” he exclaimed.

I trotted on ahead. The path led us along the riverbank, and I kept my nose down. I could tell that the last person to walk on the path had gone this way, the way the river was flowing. The smell of human beings was becoming stronger. More people had been here, and not so long ago.

Ethan stopped, so I went back to him. He was standing, staring, his mouth open.

“Wow,” he said.

Ahead of us, the path led to a bridge across the river.

As I watched, a figure broke free of the gloom, crossing the bridge, looking out over the railing. I could sense Ethan’s heart start to beat faster.

Suddenly, his excitement tipped over into fear. He eased himself backward until he stood against the trunk of a tree, under the shadow of its branches.

His mood reminded me of the way he had felt on our first night alone at home. It seemed there was a threat somewhere, even if I could not tell exactly where.

I shrank to his side. I pricked up my ears, alert for whatever might be a danger to my boy.

“Bailey!” Ethan whispered. “Be quiet!”

“Hey!” the man on the bridge shouted.

I felt the boy stiffen, getting ready to run away. I didn’t think he could really run, though. Whatever the threat was, we’d have to face it.

“Hey!” the man shouted again. “Are you Ethan?”
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The man on the bridge gave us a car ride. Ethan got to sit in the front, and I had to be in the back, but I stuck my head over Ethan’s seat to rest my chin on his shoulder.

“We’ve been searching the whole state of Michigan for you, son,” the man said, and Ethan looked down. I could sense sadness in him, and shame, and even a little fear under his relief. I licked his ear to help.

The man drove us to a big building, and as soon as we stopped, Dad opened the car door and he and Mom hugged Ethan. Grandma and Grandpa were there, and everyone was happy, even though there were no dog treats of any kind. And it was definitely time for dog treats, or more sandwiches, or even just a great big heaping bowl of ordinary dog food.

The boy sat down in a chair with wheels, and a man started to push him toward the building. I raced to his side.

“Wait,” Ethan said, holding up a hand. He bent over to hug me tight. “I’ll be back soon, Bailey,” he whispered into my neck. “You’re a good dog. A good dog. The best!”

Then he let go, and Grandpa held my collar as the man pushed Ethan inside the building. I pulled and twisted against the hand holding me back. I needed to go to my boy! We’d been together every night in the woods, and in the swamp, and in the car after the man had picked us up. We should stay together now!

Just before the man pushed the boy through the doors, Ethan turned and waved at me. “He’s okay now, Bailey,” Grandpa told me, and his voice was deeper and more hoarse than usual. “He’s going to be okay.”

I felt calm from Grandpa, and Ethan didn’t seem to be scared anymore, so I relaxed a little. It still would have been better to go with the boy, but when Grandpa tugged me gently toward his car, I went with him.

Grandpa let me be a front-seat dog. And then something even better happened. We stopped at place where a young woman reached in through the window to hand Grandpa a delicious-smelling bag. Salt. Grease. Meat! My tongue came out and I drooled a little on the seat.

Grandpa didn’t mind. He fed me dinner right there in the car, unwrapping hot sandwiches one after the other and giving them to me. He ate one, too.

“Don’t tell Grandma about this,” he said.

When we got home, I was so surprised to see Flare standing in her yard, just like always, that I barked at her. “Enough, Bailey!” Grandpa said, pulling the car to a stop. He took me inside the house.

The boy didn’t come home that night.

Now that my belly was full of those sandwiches, I was so tired I could have flopped down on the carpet and slept without moving. But I didn’t do that. Where was Ethan? What if he needed me? I paced the hall on my sore paws, until Dad yelled, “Lie down, Bailey!”

I paused. I knew what “lie down” meant, but it felt wrong to rest without the boy.

Still, if Dad said … 

I walked up and down the hall a few more times and then went out to the porch. I climbed wearily up onto Ethan’s bed and slept there, with my head on his pillow, where his scent was strongest.

The next day, a car drove up the driveway and Ethan got out with Mom. I raced out of the door and danced around him. He rubbed my ears, but he was not as happy as I was.

I stayed close to my boy while Dad talked to him, and Mom talked to him, and Grandpa talked to him some more. Grandma only kissed him, and rubbed his hair, and kissed him again.

The boy kept his head down. I knew what a scolding was, and I knew one was happening now. But nobody even mentioned the name Flare! How could that be? It was because nobody else had been there to see Flare run away, I realized. Nobody knew Flare was a bad horse. They all thought it was the boy’s fault that we had gotten lost.

I was angry enough to want to go outside and bite the horse, but I didn’t, of course. The thing was huge. Instead, I put my head on Ethan’s knee. At least the boy had me.

After all the talking was over, the girl, Hannah, came to visit. She and Ethan sat on the porch and didn’t talk much, just sort of mumbled and looked away from each other.

“Were you scared?” Hannah asked.

“No,” the boy said.

“I would have been scared.”

“Well, I wasn’t.”

“Did you get cold at night?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

I looked from the boy to the girl, keeping my ears cocked for words like “Bailey,” “car ride,” or “treat.” But I heard nothing like that, so I lay down between them and sighed. Hannah reached over to rub behind my ears.

Not everyone rubs behind the ears in just the right way. Some people are too rough; some do it so lightly it tickles. And almost nobody does it for long enough. But Hannah was naturally talented at ear rubbing. She was so good at it that I rolled over so she could try a tummy rub, too.

I decided that I liked this girl. I wished she’d visit more often. Maybe she could bring more of those chocolate treats.

Life at the farm went back to normal once Ethan was home again. And then, long before I was ready, Mom packed and we took the car ride that meant school was coming. When we pulled in the driveway at home, several of the children in the neighborhood came running. Chelsea was there, but Marshmallow wasn’t with her, and when Ethan took me over to her yard a few days later, all of Marshmallow’s smells were old and fading. Chelsea cried a little, and I put my head in her lap. She hugged me.

I wished Marshmallow would come out so that we could chase and wrestle, but she didn’t.

That winter, about the time when Dad put a tree in the living room for Merry Christmas, Chelsea got a new puppy. They named her Duchess.

Duchess liked to play. And play. And play. She liked it so much that there were times I got annoyed if her sharp little teeth sank into my ear or pulled too hard at my fur. Then I’d give her a quick growl to make her stop. She’d blink at me with an innocent, puzzled face, and back off for a few seconds before she seemed to decide that I couldn’t have meant it. And she’d leap at me again.

It was very irritating. I like playtime as much as the next dog, but sometimes a dog just wants to lie still near his boy.

In the spring, the boy kept saying “go-kart.” In fact, all the children in the neighborhood kept saying it. And they spent a lot of time working with wood, sawing and hammering and totally ignoring their dogs.

Dad and Ethan went to the garage every evening, and the two of them were so busy out there that, finally, I actually went into Ethan’s closet and dug out that horrible flip. I brought it to the garage and laid it at his feet. Surely that would make him look up from those stupid pieces of wood!

But it didn’t. I could have howled with frustration.

“See my go-kart, Bailey?” was all he said to me. “It’s going to go fast.”

Finally, one sunny day, the boy put the tools away. He opened up the garage door and rode the go-kart like a sled down the driveway.

I trotted beside him, thinking that we’d certainly been through a lot of bother just to go from the garage door to the street. But when he got there, Ethan got out of the go-kart and carried it back up to the garage to play with it some more!

I just could not see the point of all this. At least with the flip there was something you could chew.

A week or so later, on a day when there was no school, all the kids in the neighborhood got out their go-karts and brought them to the hill a few blocks away, where we went in the winter to go sledding. Duchess was too young to come with us, but I went along with my boy.

Todd was there, and he laughed and said something about the go-kart that Chelsea was pushing. I could tell by the way she turned her head away that her feelings were hurt.

When all the children lined up their go-karts at the top of the hill, Todd’s was next to Ethan’s. What happened next was very startling.

Someone yelled, “Go!” and all the go-karts moved at once! I was so surprised that, for a moment or two, I forgot to chase them.

The karts were bumping and rolling down the slope, going faster and faster. Todd had braced his feet on the ground to give his go-kart a big shove as he started, and he was in front. Chelsea’s kart was bumbling along near the back. Ethan’s was gathering speed and getting closer to Todd’s.

I headed out after them, running as fast as I could to catch up with my boy. Finally, I understood what all the hammering and sawing and sanding was for. It was just like sledding, but without snow. It meant that all of us could go fast together!

I galloped along, wind flapping my ears, my tongue hanging out. I passed one kart after another. Then I was racing right behind Ethan. The only kart in front of his was Todd’s.

At the bottom of the hill, Billy, Ethan’s friend who smelled of peanut butter, was standing with a flag on a stick. Ethan’s cart (and Todd’s, too) was headed straight for him.

Just like I did in the winter, when the boy was lying on his sled, I leaped, landing right on the back of Ethan’s go-kart. The go-kart was a little trickier than the sled. Ethan was sitting up, not lying down, so I couldn’t land on him. I flopped against his back and the kart lurched under us. “Bailey!” Ethan yelled. But he was laughing.

My weight and the force of my jump pushed his kart ahead faster than ever. We whizzed past Todd and then past Billy, who waved his flag. He must be having fun, too.

The ground leveled out, and our kart slowed and stopped. Ethan squirmed around to hug me. “Good dog, Bailey!” he told me. I wagged. Were we going to do it again?

All the other go-karts rolled up behind us, followed by the rest of the children, yelling and laughing. Billy came over and held Ethan’s hand up in the air. He dropped the stick with the flag on it, and I picked it up, shaking it, dancing around and daring anyone to try and take it from me.

“Not fair, not fair!” Todd shouted.

The crowd of children grew quiet. A hot fury poured off Todd. He pushed other children aside and stood facing Ethan.

“The dog jumped on the kart! That’s why you won. That doesn’t count,” Todd insisted.

“So what? Bailey was just playing,” Chelsea said. She tensed as Todd moved his furious gaze to her.

“I would have caught you anyway,” Ethan said.

“Everybody who says Todd’s right, say ‘aye!’” Billy called.

“Aye!” shouted Todd. But he shouted it alone, and as he looked around, his anger doubled.
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“Everybody who says Ethan won, say ‘nay,’” Billy said.

“Nay!” the rest of the children all shouted. It was so loud that I dropped my stick in surprise. Ethan grinned, not taking his eyes off Todd.

Todd took a step forward. His fist bunched up and he swung, hitting Ethan right in the center of the chest. Ethan jumped back, ducking a little, and then he lunged forward and tackled Todd. The two of them fell to the ground.

“Fight!” Billy yelled.

Ethan and Todd rolled over the ground together. I knew about wrestling, but when dogs tussled, there was no anger, no desire to hurt. Here it was different.

I jumped forward, but Chelsea reached out to grab my collar. “No, Bailey. Stay!” she told me.

I squirmed and twisted, trying to slip loose. I liked Chelsea, but she didn’t get to tell me to stay when my boy needed me!

Ethan was soon sitting on top of Todd, his hands braced on the other boy’s shoulders. “You give?” Ethan demanded.

Todd looked away. Waves of humiliation and hate wafted off of him. Finally, he nodded. Ethan got off him and both boys got up, slapping dirt from their pants. Chelsea’s hand slackened on my collar.

I felt the sudden surge of rage from Todd, and he lunged, slamming both his hands on Ethan’s shoulders. Ethan staggered and almost fell.

I was there beside him, ready to defend him. Ethan straightened up slowly. He put a hand on my neck.

Ethan looked at Todd. Then Billy stepped forward.

“No,” Billy said. “You gave in, Todd. That’s it.”

“No,” Chelsea said.

“No,” some of the other children said. “No.”

Todd looked around. Then he turned away, his fists clenched at his sides. Without speaking, without looking at anyone, he picked up his go-kart and headed back up the hill.

Once Todd was gone, the rest of the children dragged their karts back up the hill and rode them down, again and again. I rode with Ethan each time.

That night, Ethan was excited at dinner, talking rapidly to Mom and Dad, who smiled as they listened. It took the boy a long time to fall asleep, and after he finally did, he was restless enough that, at last, I slid off the bed to lie on the floor. This meant I wasn’t deeply asleep when I heard a huge crash from downstairs.

“What was that?” the boy asked, sitting bolt upright in bed. He threw the covers back as lights came on outside the bedroom door.

“Ethan, stay in your room,” Dad called from the hallway. His voice was tight; he was tense, angry, and afraid. “Bailey, come.”

Obediently, I trotted downstairs after Dad. He moved cautiously and turned on the lights in the living room. “Who’s there?” he asked loudly.

The curtains that hung on either side of the front window blew in the wind. “Don’t come down with bare feet!” Dad shouted.

“What is it?” Mom asked from the top of the stairs.

“Someone threw a rock through our window. Stay back, Bailey.”

As Dad went out into the hall for a pair of shoes, I sniffed at the shards of glass on the floor. In among them was a rock. When I put my nose to it, I instantly recognized the smell.

Todd.


 

15

A year or so later, in the spring, Smokey the cat got sick. He lay around moaning and didn’t protest when I put my nose down in his face to find out what was wrong. I could smell sickness, but even more than that, I could smell exhaustion. He was worn-out, his small body soft and limp. I licked him between the ears.

Mom opened a can of delicious tuna, but Smokey just turned his face away from it. So I helped by finishing it up. Then Mom took Smokey for a car ride. When they came back, she was sad. Probably it was because cats are no fun in a car.

A week or so later, Smokey died.

After dinner, the family went into the backyard, where Ethan had dug a big hole. I helped, of course. They wrapped Smokey’s body in a blanket and covered it with dirt.

Ethan and Mom cried a little. I nuzzled both of them to remind them not to be sad. I was still there, after all, and obviously I was a much better pet than Smokey.

That summer we did not go to the farm at all. Ethan and some friends from the neighborhood would get up every day and go to people’s houses, where they’d cut grass with loud lawn mowers. I would go with the boy each day—that was good! But he’d always tie my leash to a tree while he worked, and that wasn’t so fun. I simply couldn’t figure out why the boy wanted to push a loud, smelly lawn mower over the ground instead of roaming through the woods or playing Rescue Me in the pond.

When school started again, there were more changes. Mom would get home before Ethan did and come to let me in. The boy would arrive late, just before dinner, smelling of dirt, sweat, and grass. On some nights we’d all pile into the car and go to a big yard, where Ethan would play chase and fetch on a wide lawn with a lot of other boys. “Hey, Bailey, want to come to the football game?” Ethan would ask.

One very odd thing about this game was that a lot of people would sit or stand around, and they’d all yell and scream for no reason at all. It was confusing, but the tide of excitement that swept up from all those people made me wag frantically and tug at my leash.

The first time I went to one of the games, I spotted Ethan, jumping up to grab a ball in midair. Another boy grabbed him, and they both rolled on the grass.

As quick as I could, I leaped forward, and my leash slipped out of Mom’s hand. “Bailey!” she shouted.

I dodged around a group of girls, jumped over a family sitting on the ground, and tore onto the big lawn to play with my boy.

The ball had rolled out of Ethan’s hands when he’d hit the ground. I grabbed it. It tasted a lot like the flip—yuck!—and was big for my mouth, but when I got my teeth into it pretty good, it sank down to a better size.

“Bailey!” Ethan yelled, rolling to his feet. “Bailey, no! Bad dog!”

But he couldn’t really have meant that I was a bad dog, because he was laughing. I danced away with the ball in my mouth, and when some of the other boys tried to get it back, we had a fantastic game of This Ball Is Mine all up and down the big lawn. Finally, Ethan stopped laughing and called to me as if he really meant it. I raced up to him, panting, and dropped the ball at his feet, waiting for him to throw it again so that we could play some more.

“Doodle dog, Bailey!” he told me. Mom came running to the lawn to take my leash again. And then for some reason she pulled me back to the side before Ethan could throw the ball!

“Bailey, you’re a bad dog!” she said, but I could tell that she didn’t mean it, either. She was trying hard not to laugh. She did keep a firm grip on my leash all the rest of the game, which wasn’t fair. Why did the boys get to play and not me?

Chelsea’s puppy, Duchess, grew up and learned how to behave, and we became good friends. When it snowed, Ethan and I went sledding; when the snow melted, we went for walks and played fetch. A couple of times the boy pulled the flip out of the closet and stared at it. Each time, I tried to make myself very small and quiet so that he wouldn’t think of making me fetch the thing. Then he’d put the flip away with a sigh, and I’d thump my tail on the floor, relieved.

The next summer was another one where Ethan wanted to push lawn mowers rather than go to the farm. Such a shame. And when the weather turned cool again, there was more football. I never got to play again, though. Sometimes I’d whine a little with frustration when I could smell Ethan in the midst of those running, wrestling boys, but I wasn’t allowed to run and wrestle with him. Mom would stroke my head, and I could feel that she understood.

One wonderful new thing almost made up for the football. Ethan started to take his own car rides! Most times he would take me with him, and I’d get to be a front-seat dog. I’d stand with my nose out the window, drinking in the fascinating rush of scents as he drove down the road.

When summer came around again, Ethan took both me and Mom on a car ride to the farm. At last!

Flare pretended not to recognize me, and I couldn’t tell for sure if the ducks and ducklings down by the pond were a different set or the same ones from last time. But nothing else had changed at all. I sniffed for the skunk in the woods, checked out what Grandma was cooking in the kitchen, and leaped into the pond, coming back to shake myself all over the family, who were sitting on the front porch.

Nearly every day Ethan would work with Grandpa and some other men, hammering and sawing boards. At first I thought he must be building another go-kart, but after a while I figured out that they were putting together a new barn, right next to the old one (which had a big hole in the roof).

Hammering and sawing were not very interesting, so every day I kept an eye out for anything else that might be going on. That meant I was the first one to spot the woman coming up the driveway. I ran down, ready to bark if I needed to. When I got close enough, I recognized her smell—it was the girl, Hannah! She was almost all grown up!

“Hi there, Bailey!” She rubbed behind my ears. She was still very good at that. “Did you miss me? Good boy!”

Ethan was coming out of the old barn with a board in his hands. He stopped.

“Oh. Hi. Hannah?”

“Hi, Ethan.”

Grandpa and the other men were grinning at each other. Ethan looked over his shoulder at them, and his cheeks turned hot. Then he set down his board and came over to where Hannah and I were standing.

“So, hi,” he said again.

“Hi.”

They looked away from each other. Hannah stopped scratching. I gave her hand a little nudge with my nose to remind her that the job was not finished.

“Come on in the house,” Ethan said.

For the rest of that summer, whenever I went for a car ride with Ethan, I noticed that the front seat of the car smelled like Hannah. In fact, sometimes Ethan smelled like Hannah. That was probably because they liked to sit very close together when they could. One time I took a little nap on the rug while they were sitting right next to each other on the couch. Suddenly the excitement and alarm pouring out of both of them jerked me awake.
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I jumped up, looking around to see what the matter was. Nothing seemed to be wrong. Ethan and Hannah didn’t even look at me. Their faces were very close together, and their hearts were beating fast.

Quickly, I jumped up onto the couch, working my face between theirs, swiping Ethan’s chin with my tongue, getting a bit of Hannah’s cheek wet as well. I knew I wasn’t supposed to be on the couch, but since something exciting was obviously happening, I figured the rules could be bent a bit. I’d need to be close at hand for whatever was going on.

Ethan and Hannah both burst out laughing, and all the excitement faded. I guessed nothing was going to happen after all. But they did let me stay on the couch with them while they watched a movie.

Then the day came when Mom began to walk around the house and carry things out to the car. That time, nobody was laughing.

There was a smell of new paint in the air from the barn. The girl came over, and she and Ethan walked down to the pond and sat on the dock, dangling their feet over the water. And they talked. And talked. And talked.

They didn’t throw sticks or swim or do anything fun. I barked a bit at the ducks—I had the feeling it might be my last chance for a while—and came back to the pair of them to see if anything more interesting was going on.

There wasn’t. Hannah was crying a little, and Ethan was hugging her. I gave her hand a nudge, but she didn’t seem to be in a mood to rub ears, so I lay down and sighed. No ear rubs? No sticks? No treats? No games of Rescue Me?

There was more hugging at the car, and then we drove away, Ethan honking as we went.
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Things were a little different at home once school began. For one thing, Ethan spent a lot of time in his room, talking on the phone. He kept saying “Hannah,” but I never did see or smell the girl, which was a shame. My ears could have used a really good rub.

The leaves were falling from the trees on the day that Ethan took me for a car ride to a place where big silver school buses came and went, and there was a stench of smoke and burned gasoline in the air. Standing beside one of those buses, waving when she saw us, was Hannah!

I don’t know who was more excited to see her, me or the boy. I wanted to play with her, but all the boy wanted to do was hug her. I wound my leash around their legs in excitement, and they had to stop hugging to get untangled, saying my name and laughing and stopping halfway through to hug again.

I was so glad to see Hannah that I didn’t even mind being a backseat dog on the way home, while she got to sit next to Ethan. “Coach says there will be football scouts from some colleges there to see me play tonight, Hannah,” the boy said. “University of Michigan. Michigan State, too.” I could hear the excitement in his voice, and also a little fear. I looked out the window to see what might be going on, but there was nothing unusual out there.

That night, I was proud to stay with Hannah while Ethan played football with his friends. I led her over to where Mom usually took me and showed her where to sit.

We’d only been there a little while when Todd came walking by.

“Hi, Bailey,” he said to me, his voice friendly. But something was still wrong about him. I sniffed the hand he held out but pulled my head away when he tried to pet me.

“Do you know Bailey?” the girl asked. I thumped my tail on her leg when I heard my name.

“We’re old pals, aren’t we, boy? Good dog.”

I did not need to be called a good dog by someone like Todd.

“You don’t go to school here. Do you go to East High?” Todd asked.

“No, I’m just visiting Ethan’s family.”

“What are you, a cousin or something?”

The people in the crowd all shouted, and I jerked my head around. More wrestling was happening out on the big lawn. I gave a little tug at the leash, but Mom must have told Hannah to keep a good hold of it. I wasn’t going to get to play today, either.

“No,” Hannah told Todd. “Just … a friend.”

“So you want to hang out?” Todd asked. “Some of us are getting together. This game’s going nowhere.”

“No, I … I’d better wait for Ethan.” I cocked my head toward the girl. I could sense her getting anxious, and I didn’t blame her. Maybe she could feel the anger inside Todd, just the way I could. It was always there, and now it was starting to build.

I remembered the way his hand had come down on my hindquarters. I moved a little closer to the girl.

“Ethan!” Todd turned and spat in the grass. “What, is he your boyfriend?”

“Well…”

“’Cause you should know, he’s pretty much going out with Michele Underwood. She’s one of the cheerleaders.” Todd pointed. “See, over there? With all the blond hair?”

“What?”

“Yeah. Like, everybody knows it.”

“Oh.”

Todd moved closer to the girl, and when she stiffened, I saw that his hand was touching her shoulder. Nervousness spiked inside her, and it brought me to my feet.

Todd looked down at me, and I felt the fur lifting on the back of my neck. Before I even knew I was going to do it, a low growl rose in my throat.

“Bailey!” The girl leaped up. “What’s the matter?”

Todd was looking at Hannah now, ignoring me. “Why don’t you tie up the dog and come with me? It’ll be fun.”

“Um, no.” Hannah tugged at the zipper on her jacket. “No. I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not? Come on.”

“No, I have to take care of Bailey.”

Todd shrugged. He stared at her. “Yeah. Well, whatever.”

The anger inside him was a tide about to overflow. I growled again. This time the girl didn’t say anything to me about it. She didn’t say anything to Todd, either.

“Fine,” Todd said. “You ask Ethan about Michele. Okay? You ask him.” He jammed his hands into his pockets and walked away.

Hannah sat down and put an arm around me. I leaned against her. When the rest of the people around us shouted and yelled, she stayed quiet.

An hour or so later, Ethan ran up to us, sweaty and happy and excited. “Michigan State, here we come!” he shouted. I wagged and barked and danced at the end of my leash. Then Ethan’s happiness drained away as he looked at the girl.

“What’s the matter, Hannah?”

“Who is Michele?”

I put my paw on Ethan’s leg to let him know that I was ready to play with the football now, if he wanted. The other boys had left the big lawn, but I was right here.

“Michele? Who do you mean?” Ethan laughed, but the laughter stopped after a second, as if he had run out of air. “Hannah? What’s wrong?”

The boy and the girl walked in circles around the big yard, talking, talking, talking, while the other people left and the light faded and the air grew chillier. I trailed behind them, finding some worthwhile scraps on the ground—popcorn, crusts from a tuna sandwich, an ice cream wrapper. I wondered why people thought that making sounds with their mouths was more fun than chasing a football or running around on a field.

“I don’t know this girl,” Ethan said. “Who said that to you?”

“I don’t know his name. He knew Bailey, though.”

I froze at my name, and lifted my nose from the candy wrapper I was licking. But nobody seemed about to take it away from me. I went back to work.

“Everybody knows Bailey. He comes to all the games.”

More walking. More talking. But I’d already found most of the scraps worth eating, and I was ready to go home. Finally, the boy and the girl stopped and hugged each other. They certainly did that a lot.

“Want to go for a car ride, Bailey?” the boy asked.

Of course I did!

We went home, and there was more talking (didn’t they ever get tired of that?) and some more hugging on the couch. I went into the backyard, leaving them to it, and found something remarkable there.

Meat. A big piece of meat lying right in the grass.

I was about to gulp it down before any other dog could come along and steal it, but I hesitated. I put my nose down for a second sniff.

It didn’t smell quite right. There was a funny, bitter odor that I had never smelled on food before. Even more strange, Todd’s scent was all over it.

I picked up the piece of meat and carried it over to the patio near the back door. Then I dropped it. It didn’t just smell bitter; it tasted bitter, too. Foamy saliva rushed into my mouth and I let it dribble out onto the grass.

I sat down and looked at the meat.

It didn’t smell right. It didn’t taste right. But it was meat. Right here in my own yard. Maybe if I gulped it down fast, the bitter taste wouldn’t be so bad.

I poked the meat with my nose and then lay down next to it, staring at it. Why did it smell so strongly of Todd?
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When Mom came outside the next morning and saw me, I hung my head and flattened my ears. I felt guilty for some reason. But I wasn’t sure why.

“Good morning, Bailey,” she said. Then she saw the meat. “What’s this?”

She bent over to look at the meat more closely. I tried a timid wag. The tip of my tail just brushed against the patio bricks. That meat had been worrying me all night. Should I have eaten it? Was it the right thing to leave it alone? What should I do to be a good dog?

When I rolled over and Mom rubbed my belly, I felt better. Bad dogs didn’t get tummy rubs. “Where did this come from, Bailey?” Mom stopped scratching and picked the piece of meat up gingerly between two fingers. “Ugh,” she said.

I sat up and cocked my head. Was Mom going to feed me the meat? If she did that, it must be okay after all. My tail wagged more strongly.

“Yuck, Bailey. You don’t want that, whatever it is,” Mom said. She dropped the meat into the garbage.

Hannah sat in my front seat for the car ride to the giant silver school bus, and I was alone in the car for a long time while Ethan and Hannah stood and hugged. When the bus drove away and the boy came back to the car, I could sense his loneliness and wondered if he needed to go home and play Doghouse. I hopped into the front seat and lay down with my head in his lap instead of sticking my nose out the window.

The girl came to visit again the day after the family sat around the indoor tree and tore up papers for Merry Christmas. Normally, I liked this time of year because I’d have Mom and Dad and Ethan together, in one room, with good smells coming from the kitchen and some paper for me to rip with my teeth. (The family didn’t usually like it when I ripped up paper, but on Merry Christmas the rules were different.)

This year Christmas was not as much fun as usual, because Ethan gave Mom a new black-and-white kitten, named Felix. That little scrap of fur had no manners at all! He would stalk my tail from behind or leap out at me from behind the couch, batting at me with his tiny paws. When I tried to play with him, he wrapped his legs around my nose and nibbled me with his sharp teeth. He was worse than Duchess when she’d been a puppy! Finally, I shrank into a corner and put my nose down on my front paws with a long sigh to remind Ethan of how much I was suffering.

Even Hannah, when she arrived, paid far too much attention to Felix. I’d known her longer and, of course, I was her favorite pet. But she kept dangling bits of Christmas ribbon in front of the kitten’s nose and laughing. I’d have to come up and nudge her hard with my nose to make her give me one of those good ear rubs.

At least I got to go outside with Hannah and Ethan. Felix tried once. He put one paw into the fluffy white snow that surrounded the house and then turned around and dashed straight inside as if he’d been burned. So when the boy and the girl built a big pile of snow in the front yard and put a hat on it, I was right there beside them. The boy liked to tackle me and drag me around in the white stuff, and I liked to let him, just for the joy of having his arms around me. It was how we’d played every day when we were both younger.

Her second day with us, Hannah and Ethan and I went sledding. Felix, of course, had to stay behind.

The sun was out, and the air was so cold and clean I could taste it all the way down my throat. Most of the children from the neighborhood were there at the sledding hill, and Hannah and Ethan spent as much time pulling the younger ones up to the top as riding down themselves. I was at the bottom when Todd drove up.

He looked at me when he got out of the car, but he didn’t hold out his hand or say anything to me. I kept my distance.

“Linda! Come on, time to come home!” he shouted.

Linda was on the slope with three of her little friends, sliding down on a round piece of plastic, spinning and giggling. Ethan and Hannah flashed past them, both lying on one sled.

“No! I don’t want to!” Linda yelled.

“Now! Mom says!”

Ethan and Hannah flopped off their sled at the bottom of the hill, tumbling in the snow. I raced over and sniffed them, in case they smelled different now that they’d had a ride without me. Todd stood and watched them.

Something in Todd rose up to the surface, something worse than anger, something I’d never felt from anyone before. It was dark, scalding hot, and frightening. My head came up, and I felt a growl swelling in my throat.

Ethan and the girl stood up, wiping snow off of each other. Happiness was spilling off them. I looked back and forth from them to the other boy standing so still, his face a blank, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunched.

“Hey, Todd,” Ethan said, beaming.

“Hi.”

“This is Hannah. Hannah, this is Todd. He lives down the street.”

Hannah reached her hand out, smiling. “Nice to meet you.”

Todd stiffened a little. “Actually, we already met.”

Hannah pushed her purple knitted cap back a little from her eyes. “We did?”

“At the football game,” Todd said. Then he laughed, a short bark. It sounded to me like a warning.

Hannah blinked. “Oh. Oh, right,” she said.

“What?” Ethan asked.

“I have to pick up my sister,” Todd told them. “Linda!” he yelled, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Come home now!”

Linda’s sled had spun to a stop. She tugged herself out of a pile of friends and trudged through the snow toward Todd, her face downcast.

“He’s … he’s the one I talked to,” Hannah told Ethan. Some worry flickered through her, and I felt it. I also felt the quick flare of anger from Ethan.

“Wait, what? You? Todd, you were the one who told Hannah I’m going out with Michele? I don’t even know Michele.”

“I got to go,” Todd mumbled. “Get in the car, Linda.”

“No, wait,” Ethan said. He reached his hand out. Todd jerked away from it.

“Ethan,” Hannah murmured. She put a mittened hand on his arm.

“Why would you do that, Todd? Why would you lie? What’s wrong with you, man?”

The emotions boiling inside Todd seemed hot enough to melt the snow he stood on, but his face didn’t change. He stood there, not saying a word. I wanted to grip the hem of Ethan’s jacket in my teeth and tug him away, but I knew that good dogs shouldn’t do that.

“This is why you don’t have any friends, Todd.” Hannah drew in a quick little breath when she heard Ethan’s words. “Why can’t you just be normal? You’re always doing stupid things like this. It’s sick.”

Todd still said nothing. He simply walked away and got in his car. Linda was already in the backseat. He slammed the door.

Todd’s face, looking out the window at Ethan and Hannah, was absolutely blank. Even the motor of the car sounded angry as he drove away.

“That was mean,” Hannah said.

“Oh, you don’t know him.”

“I don’t care. You shouldn’t have said that he doesn’t have any friends.”

“Well, he doesn’t. He’s always doing this kind of stuff. He’s always been twisted, you know? Ever since we were kids. The kind of stuff he thinks is fun…” Ethan shook his head. “Anyway, I don’t care about Todd. Come on, we’ve got to get home.”

A few days after Hannah left, the snow came down and the wind blew so hard that we stayed inside all day, sitting in front of the heaters. That night, I slept under the covers on Ethan’s bed. The next morning the snow finally stopped, and Ethan and I went out and dug for hours in the driveway, him with a shovel and me with my paws.

The moon came out right after dinner, so bright that I could see nearly as well as in the daytime. When I went out in the backyard, the air was thick and sweet with the smell of smoke from many different fireplaces.

Ethan shut the door and went inside. Faintly I heard him call to Mom, “I’m worn-out from all that shoveling. I’m going to bed. Let Bailey in, okay?”

I didn’t hear Mom answer him, because I had discovered something interesting about the fence.

The snow had drifted up against it, blown by the wind to make a smooth hill. It was easy to climb to the top of the hill, and from there it was only a short hop to the ground on the other side.

Time for a nighttime adventure!
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I went to Chelsea’s house first, to see if Duchess was out, but there was no sign of her except a yellow patch on the snow near her front door. I lifted my own leg over the same place so that she’d know I was thinking of her.

Normally when I got outside the gate, I went for a stroll along the creek—except, of course, if I saw Todd there. But because of all the snow, tonight I had to stick to the plowed road. Some people had already dragged their indoor trees outside, although at our house the tree still stood in the front window, glistening with lights and hung with shiny ornaments for Felix to attack. When I came across one of those discarded trees, I marked it with my scent. I could always smell just one more tree a little farther down the road, and so I stayed out later than I’d ever done before.

If I hadn’t gone so far, if I’d turned back just a little sooner, I might have been in time to stop what happened next.

Finally, a car turning into the street from a driveway up ahead blazed its headlights into my eyes. When it drove slowly by, the smell of it reminded me of the smell of Mom’s car, those times she and Ethan would come looking for me. I felt guilty for being so far from my boy, so I lowered my head and trotted for home.

When I turned up the driveway where Ethan and I had dug that morning, I stopped. My eyes and my nose together noticed several things at once, all of them wrong.

The front door was open, and wafting out was the warm scent of home. But another scent was laid on top of that—something chemical, sharp, both unpleasant and familiar. I’d smelled it in the garage before, and on the car rides I took with the boy. Gasoline.

That smell was so strong that it covered the scent of the person backing out of the open front door. All I had to rely on was my eyes, and in the moonlight, I thought I was looking at my boy. I trotted closer, just as the figure turned, tossing more gasoline from a jug in his hand onto the bushes near the front door.

I stopped. Now I was close enough to catch the scent. Todd.

He hadn’t seen me yet. The fur along my spine and neck rose as he took three steps back and pulled some paper from his pocket. From another pocket came a book of matches. There was a tiny scraping sound, and a flare of light popped up in Todd’s hand, brightness flickering against his stony face.

He tossed the burning paper onto the bushes, and a blue flame swept up, making a soft whoosh in the quiet nighttime air.

Todd didn’t turn. He stood watching the fire. And I never barked, I never growled. I just raced up that sidewalk in silent fury.

I knew good dogs didn’t jump on people. Good dogs didn’t knock them down. Good dogs didn’t bite.

But all of that didn’t matter. Somehow, I knew that what Todd was doing was wrong. He was trying to hurt the boy and my family. I could tell it from the crackling heat of the fire, from its charred smell of danger, from the dark delight rising inside Todd as he stood watching the burning house.

Even more than staying close to the boy, playing with the boy, comforting the boy, my job was to keep the boy safe. I had done that in the woods. I would do it here.

I leaped for Todd as if I had a pack at my heels, crashing into him with all of my weight, knocking him to the snow.

Todd yelled and thrashed underneath me, twisting and rolling. He kicked at my face. I snatched his foot in my mouth and held it, biting hard, holding on while Todd screamed. His pants ripped, and his shoe came off in my mouth. I dropped the shoe, lunging forward to get a second grip on his foot with my teeth.

Yelling again, Todd hit at me with his fists, but I kept my jaws locked around his ankle, shaking my head as if he were prey. I’d never bitten anyone, not like this, but I didn’t let go.

Then a shrill, piercing noise stabbed through the air. I jerked my head around to locate this new threat. Inside the house, I could see that the indoor tree was burning like a candle. Thick smoke poured out of the open front door.

Todd yanked his foot free, and I backed away, shaking my head. The noise hurt my ears and I wanted to run from it—but what about my boy?

Staggering to his feet, Todd limped away as fast as he could. I let him go, suddenly more worried than angry. I added my own alarm to the noise, barking and running from the front door to the driveway and back again. I pivoted and raced toward the back of the house, but the pile of snow that had helped me leap over the fence was on the wrong side. I couldn’t get over, so all I could do was bark louder than ever.

[image: image]

While I stood there, making as much noise as I could, the back door opened. Black smoke poured out, and Mom and Dad came with it, coughing and hanging on to each other.

Mom spun back to face the open door. “Ethan!” she screamed.

Dad pulled Mom toward the gate, and I met them there. They pushed the gate open against the snow and shoved past me, stumbling to the front of the house. They stood looking up at the dark windows of Ethan’s room.

“Ethan!” they shouted. “Ethan!”

I raced through the gate to the open back door. Felix the cat was on the patio, huddled under a bench. He yowled at me, but I didn’t stop. I ran inside.

The heat wrapped itself around me and choked me. Smoke forced its way into my eyes and nose. Unable to see, unable to smell, I tried to stagger toward the stairs, but it was hard to tell which way to go.

The sound of the flames all around was as loud as the wind when we traveled in the car with the windows down. My nose bumped hard into something. A chair? A wall? I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t find the stairs! I couldn’t find my boy!

Desperate for clean air, I sensed the coolness of the open door behind me and ran for it. Outside again, the fresh night eased my stinging eyes and my burning nose.

Mom and Dad were still yelling. Lights had come on across the street and in the house next door. Through the window, I could see one of our neighbors talking on his phone.

“Ethan!” Mom and Dad shouted. “Ethan!”

Fear was pouring off of Mom and Dad. Never, not even when Ethan and I were lost in the woods, have I felt an emotion so strong. Mom was sobbing, and Dad’s voice was getting louder and tighter, and when I started to add my own frantic barking to the noise, no one told me to stop.

My ears picked up the thin wail of a siren, but it seemed to be far away. All of the other noise was faint beside the roar of the fire, a sound so deep and loud that I felt it as a vibration in my entire body. The snow in the yard was starting to melt, clouds of steam rising as the yard sizzled.

“Ethan! Please!” Dad shouted, his voice breaking into a sob.

Just then, something burst through Ethan’s window, showering the yard with shards of glass. It landed with a plop in a mound of wet snow. The flip!

I raced to it and picked it up. That’s what I was supposed to do, right? I’d show Ethan that I had the flip. He’d be happy.

Ethan’s head appeared in the hole that the flip had made in the window. Black smoke puffed out around him.

“Mom!” he yelled. Coughs almost swallowed the words.

“You’ve got to get out of there, Ethan!” Dad roared.

“I can’t open the window. It’s stuck!”

“Just jump!” Dad answered.

“You’ve got to jump, honey!” Mom shouted.

The boy’s head disappeared back inside. “The smoke is going to kill him. What’s he doing?” Dad asked, standing rigid, staring at Ethan’s window. I ran to his side. With the flip in my mouth, I couldn’t bark anymore, but I wanted to. I wanted to make all the noise I could, race around the yard, do something with the terrible, frustrated energy building up inside me. But I didn’t. I leaned on Dad’s leg, trembling, waiting for my next sight of the boy.

“Ethan!” Mom screamed.

The boy’s desk chair crashed through what was left of the window. A minute later, the boy followed. But something—a foot, a knee, maybe?—caught on the broken bits of wood and glass still in the window frame. And instead of sailing over the smoldering bushes and into the yard, Ethan flopped right into them.

I dropped the flip to bark madly. Mom and Dad scrambled forward to drag Ethan onto the soggy grass, rolling him over until he lay on his back, his eyes closed.

“Are you okay, son? Are you okay?” Dad asked.

“My leg,” Ethan gasped, coughing.

I snatched up the flip and jumped to his side. My boy smelled burnt and bloody and hurt and frightened.

“Go away, Bailey,” Dad ordered.

The boy opened his eyes and grinned at me, reaching out a shaking hand. “No, it’s okay. Good dog, Bailey. You caught the flip. Good dog.”
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I wanted to throw myself on Ethan, but I could tell that I shouldn’t touch him. Instead, I put the flip down gently beside him. Then I lay down on the wet grass and inched forward so that my nose brushed his face.

Cars and trucks began arriving, lights flashing. Men ran up to the house and began spraying it with big hoses. More people brought over a bed on wheels and lifted the boy gently onto it. They rolled the bed over to a truck.

I trotted right at the side of the bed, and when the men opened two doors at the back of the truck and boosted the wheeled bed through them, I tried to crawl in as well. But one of the men pushed me away. “No, sorry,” he said.

I stared up at him with disbelief and whined a little in my throat. I’d just gotten my boy back, and they were taking him away from me?

“Stay, Bailey. It’s okay,” the boy said from inside the truck.

I knew all about Stay. It was my least favorite command! I wriggled in frustration and whined some more as Mom climbed into the truck with Ethan. “It’s okay, Bailey,” she said, and looked up at someone in the crowd. “Laura? Could you watch Bailey?”

“Sure,” a woman said, and a hand closed around my collar. I knew from the smell that it was Chelsea’s mom. She was nice enough, but she wasn’t my boy. I pulled a little against her grasp, even though I’d been told to stay.

Dad climbed in to be with Mom and the boy, and the doors of the truck closed. It drove away.

I stared in astonishment and gave a single mournful bark. It was my job to keep the boy safe! How could I do that now? Why didn’t these people understand?

Chelsea’s mom did not let go. “Hush, Bailey. It’ll be okay,” she whispered. “They’ll be okay.” But I could hear tears in her voice, and I was not reassured.

She took me to one side and stood holding me, while the men with hoses kept spraying until the fire died. All that was left was a choking smell of ash and smoke.

“Has to be arson, no question,” said a man with a flat cap on his head, talking to a woman who’d just arrived in a car and who wore a gun on her belt. I’d learned that people who dressed like this were called police. “Somebody definitely set this fire,” the man went on. “The bushes, the tree, all of it went up at once. Family is lucky to be alive.”

“Lieutenant, look at this!” another police officer called.

Chelsea’s mother edged up to see what they were all looking at. It was Todd’s shoe. I turned my head away guiltily.

“Looks like there’s blood on it,” the man said, shining a flashlight on the shoe and the snow around it.

“The boy got pretty cut up going out his window,” someone else said.

“Yeah, over there. But not here. All I got here are dog tracks and this shoe.”

I knew that word “dog.” Was the word “bad” going to be said soon? I sank to the soggy ground at Chelsea’s mom’s feet. Maybe they wouldn’t notice me if I made myself very small.

The woman with the gun took the flashlight and aimed it at the shoe. “Well, what do you know?” she said. “Okay, you two. See where that trail of blood leads. Sergeant?”

“Yes, ma’am?” a man said, coming closer.

“Keep the traffic off the street and have those people move back.”

Chelsea’s mother bent down, stroking my head. “Something wrong, Bailey? You okay?” she asked.

I wagged, but not hard. Nobody was scolding me yet, but maybe they would be soon.

Chelsea’s mother froze. She lifted her hand off my fur and looked at it.

“Ma’am, do you live here?” the lieutenant asked her.

“No. I’m a neighbor.”

“Did you see anyone tonight, anyone at all?”

“No, I was asleep.”

“Okay. Could I ask you to join the others over there? Or if you’re cold, please just give us your contact information and you can go home.”

“Yes, but…” Chelsea’s mother said.

“Yes?”

“Could somebody look at Bailey? The dog. I think he’s bleeding.”

I wagged again, feeling a bit more hopeful. Nobody seemed interested in Todd’s shoe at the moment. Maybe I wasn’t in trouble?

The policewoman bent down. “Are you hurt, boy? How did you get hurt?” she asked. She pointed the flashlight at me and gently ran her hands over the fur on my throat and around my neck. I licked at her chin. I liked her.

She laughed, but then her face got serious. “I don’t think that’s his blood. Ma’am, we’ll need to hold on to the dog for a while. Is that okay?”

I was taken over to one of the cars, where a man with scissors snipped off some of my fur, putting it in a plastic bag. “What do you want to bet it’s the same blood type that’s on the shoe? I’d say our four-legged friend was on patrol tonight and caught somebody setting a fire,” the woman told the man with the scissors. She ran a hand along my back, and I heard approval in her voice. I wiggled with pleasure and felt my ears and my tail begin to get higher. I was still worried about my boy, but at least nobody seemed about to tell me I’d been a bad dog.

“Lieutenant,” another man said, walking up to us. “We followed that blood trail. It goes straight to a house about four down. He walked right there and went in at a side door.”

“I’d say we have enough for a search warrant,” the woman said, nodding. “And I bet that somebody in that house four doors down has a couple of teeth marks in a leg.”

For the next several days, I lived at Chelsea’s house. Duchess wanted to play all day long, but I wasn’t in a playful mood. I missed the boy. Was he lost again? Was he in trouble? How could I help him if I didn’t know where he was? I paced the house restlessly.

Mom showed up on the second day. I ran to the door to greet her and sniffed her all over. I could smell Ethan on her clothes, which made me feel better. I also smelled worry, and tiredness, and a strange, sharp scent that stung my nose and made me shake my head a little.

Even so, the smell of my boy cheered me up, so I played Duchess’s favorite game of Tug on the Sock for a while as Mom sat and talked with Chelsea’s mom.

“What in the world was that boy doing? Why would he set your house on fire? You could have been killed,” Chelsea’s mom said, shaking her head.

“I don’t know.” Mom shook her head, too. “Todd and Ethan used to be friends.”

I turned my head at the sound of Ethan’s name. Duchess used the moment to snatch the sock out of my mouth.

“They’re sure it’s Todd?”

“He confessed when the police took him in for questioning.”

“Did he explain why he did it?”

Duchess shoved the sock into my face, daring me to try to take it away.

“He said he didn’t know why he did it.” Mom wrapped both hands around her coffee cup, almost as if it was comforting her.

“Well, for heaven’s sake. You know, I always did think that boy was strange. Remember when he pushed Chelsea into the bushes for no reason?”

“No, I never heard that. He pushed her?”

With a sudden lunge, I grabbed the free end of the sock. Duchess dug her feet into the carpet and growled. I pulled her around the room, but she didn’t let go.

“Bailey’s a hero, now. Todd’s leg took eight stitches,” Mom said. When I heard my name, I froze. Duchess did, too. The sock went slack between us. What were the people talking about? Dog biscuits, maybe?

“They want his picture for the paper,” Mom went on.

“Good thing I gave Bailey a bath,” Chelsea’s mom said.

So that was what they were talking about? A bath? Not again! I’d just had a bath! I spat out the sock. Duchess shook it joyously, prancing around the room in victory.

“How is Ethan?” Chelsea’s mom asked.

Mom put her coffee cup down. The boy’s name and the flash of worry and grief coming off of her made me head straight for her. I put my head in her lap and she stroked my ears. She didn’t answer the question.
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About a week later, Mom came to get me, and she took me on a car ride to a new place called the apartment. This was a small house built into a big building. There were dogs everywhere. Most of them were pretty little, but still kind of interesting. In the afternoons, Mom would take me out to see them in a big cement yard. She would sit on a bench and talk to people while I ran around, making friends and marking territory.

I didn’t like the apartment very much. It was small, and it didn’t smell like home and, worst of all, the boy wasn’t there. Felix the cat was, but that didn’t help matters any.

Both Dad and Mom left often, and they smelled like Ethan when they returned, but he wasn’t living with us anymore—not eating at the table, not lying on the couch, not sleeping in one of the beds. Ethan used to be the one to feed me dinner, and now Mom had to do it. Before the fire, that had been the best part of my day, but now I didn’t feel as hungry as I used to. Sometimes I even left food in the bowl.

The strange apartment and the missing boy made my heart ache. I wandered from room to room, especially at night. I didn’t want to sleep in a bed without Ethan.

One night, while I was wandering, I poked my nose into a closet and found some boxes sitting there. I could smell something familiar inside one of them, so I got my teeth into a corner, dragged it out, and investigated.

The flip! I’d know that smell anywhere. I got it out and carried it with me when I went back to my wandering. I didn’t like the taste or the heavy feeling in my mouth, but I did it for Ethan. When he came back, he’d see that I had been waiting for him.

A few days later, I was lying against the couch, sleepy after a night of carrying the flip from room to room. Felix had curled up against me for a nap, and I could feel his purr—such a giant sound for such a tiny thing—humming against my ribs. Ever since we’d come to the apartment, Felix had seemed to think that I’d become his mother. It was embarrassing, but I’d given up shoving him away. You can’t really expect a cat to act like he’s got brains.

My ears pricked up a bit when I heard Mom’s car drive up outside. I jumped to my feet. Felix blinked at me in bewilderment and yawned as I trotted to the window and put my paws on the sill.

My heart thumped and started racing, as if I’d been running around the yard. It wasn’t just Mom getting out of the car. The boy! Ethan was with her!

I couldn’t help myself. I was barking and spinning, racing to the door so I could get out to Ethan, racing back to the window so I could watch. Felix panicked and dove under the couch.

When keys jangled in the lock, I was right back at the door, quivering. Mom opened the door a crack. Ethan’s smell wafted in. I barked eagerly. My boy! Finally!

“Now, Bailey, get back. Down, Bailey, stay down. Sit.”

Well, I couldn’t do that. I briefly touched my rear end to the floor and then jumped up again, my tail thrashing at the air. Mom put her hand inside the room and snagged my collar, pushing me back as the door swung wide.

“Hey, Bailey. Hey, boy,” Ethan said.

Mom held me away from the boy as he limped in. He was leaning on two long sticks—later I learned that they were called crutches. He stumped awkwardly over to the couch while I danced and twisted and pulled at my collar, whimpering. Why wasn’t Mom letting me go? Why was she keeping me back from my boy? Didn’t she know how long I’d been waiting?

At last she released my collar, and I threw myself across the room in one bound, landing in the boy’s lap, kissing his face.

“Bailey!” Mom said sternly.

“No, it’s okay. Bailey, you are such a doodle dog,” the boy said, a smile easing the lines of exhaustion and pain in his face. “How are you, huh? I missed you, too, Bailey.”

Every time he spoke my name, I wriggled with happiness. The feel of his hands rubbing through my fur was heaven.

The boy was back!

But over the next few days, I began to understand that even though Ethan had come to live with us again, everything still wasn’t right. I could tell from the way he stood and walked and the way his voice sounded that he was in pain. It wasn’t just his leg that hurt. A mournful sadness drifted off of him, and sometimes a gloomy anger flared when all he was doing was sitting still, looking out the window.

A few days after Ethan came home, there was a knock on the door, and when Mom opened it, the apartment filled up with boys. “Hi, Bailey! Hey, Bailey!” they called out. I recognized their smells. They were the boys who used to run up and down on the big field with Ethan, throwing the football back and forth between them.

The boys laughed and talked and shouted and stood around half the day. Mom brought food from the kitchen, and I got a lot of bites, which made me happy. Ethan seemed happy, too. But as soon as the boys had gone, the good feelings inside him drained away.

Ethan got up, using his crutches, and limped into the room where our new bed was. He sat on it, looking out the window. I followed him and jumped up to look, too. I could see the group of boys leaving the apartment building. They jostled and pushed each other, and one pulled a ball out of his pocket. Another one raced down the sidewalk and caught the ball easily after the first one threw it as hard as he could.

I could feel grief and anger and helplessness thud into Ethan like a rock. I shoved my head under his arm, but he didn’t even lift a hand to pet me.

For some reason, it felt as if we were lost again, out in the woods with nobody near. Then I had known what to do. I’d kept the boy warm, made sure he kept moving. I hadn’t let him give up.

How could I do that now?

There was only one thing I could think of. I jumped down from the bed and nosed about in the corners of all the rooms until I found what I was looking for. I hurried back to Ethan and laid the flip in his lap.

[image: image]

He looked down at it and shook his head. I jumped up on the bed beside him and flopped down, a little whine in my throat. This time he lifted his hand to rub behind my ears, but I could tell that he was no happier.

“My whole life’s dream is gone, Bailey. Because of Todd,” Ethan told me.

I didn’t understand what he was saying, but there was no mistaking the despair in his voice.

“It’s not just football,” he told me. I stirred the tip of my tail in a tiny wag. I recognized that word. Were we going to go back to the big field? It didn’t seem as if we were. Ethan didn’t budge.

“I can’t do anything now,” he said. “Can’t play sports. Can’t ride a bike. Can’t even run. I can walk. Barely.” His hand tightened for a minute in my fur. “Because of Todd,” he said again. “I’ve got nothing left. Because of Todd.”

*   *   *

The days slowly grew warmer, and tiny leaves came out on the trees. Ethan didn’t use his crutches anymore. Now he walked with the help of a polished stick called a cane. The cane was very special, and I understood without anyone telling me that I wasn’t supposed to chew on it, not even a little.

There came a day with a lot of packing and carrying things out to the car, and then we all got to take a ride back to our old home. Everything looked the same but it smelled different, of fresh wood and paint and wallpaper. I carefully investigated every room, my nose busily working, and then burst through the dog door and into the backyard to let out a bark of joy. Duchess answered from down the street. Home!

Ethan left every morning for school, just as he used to do, but I knew that he was no happier. He was tired when he came home, and his leg ached; I could tell by how heavily he leaned on the cane. He’d go into his room and lie down on the bed. Sometimes he didn’t even come out for dinner.

Mom and Dad would sit at the table and talk in low voices. “Ethan” would be in every other sentence.

Not long after we’d come back to the house, Mom woke Ethan up early one morning, and we all piled into the car for another ride. This time, when we got out, we were at the farm!

I raced around to smell all the familiar smells—Flare in the barn, Grandma’s cooking in the kitchen, the wonderful woodsy tang of dirt and leaves and mushrooms and squirrel and rabbit and, off in the distance, skunk.

I ran back out of the woods, waving my tail happily, to find the family all gathered on the porch. “Don’t you want to let Hannah know you’re here?” Grandma asked.

My ears pricked up. Hannah? The girl?

“She doesn’t want to see me like this,” Ethan answered, not looking at anybody.

“Ethan!” Grandma looked shocked, and I saw her and Mom exchange a glance.

“Don’t tell her I’m here,” Ethan said. “I don’t want anybody to know.”

“Honey, just think about it,” Mom said in a coaxing voice.

“Mom, I said don’t tell her!” Leaning on his cane, Ethan stumped out toward the sleeping porch. “My leg hurts. I’m going to lie down for a while.”

I lay next to the boy for a while, since I knew that was my job, but it was hard. All the fantastic farm smells were drifting in through the screened windows of the porch. Both my feet and my tail were twitching. Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I bounced up and over to the door of the porch, looking back at the boy to see if he would come with me.

“Fine, Bailey.” The boy heaved himself up and opened the door for me. “You go run,” he said. “At least one of us can.”

I tore happily around the pasture, sampling one of the brown piles Flare had left there—it still didn’t taste like anything much—and then dashing into the woods for an excellent stick and flopping down by the fence for a good chew. When I’d bitten the stick to pieces, I started to head back to the house, but something stopped me. I remembered the walks Ethan and I used to take, and I ducked under the rails of the fence and took off down the road.

We used to go this way, together, before Ethan started taking his own car rides, before we went to the football field so often, before Todd and the fire. I trotted along, my nose to the wind, and when I reached a mailbox that sat at the end of a winding driveway, I smelled a familiar smell.

I carefully inspected the post that the mailbox was sitting on, in case other dogs had been there before me. A few had. I lifted my leg and let them know that I’d been there, too.

While I was doing that, a figure came out onto the porch. “Bailey?” a voice called. “Bailey, is that you?”

It was her! The girl! I dashed up the driveway and arrived for a good ear scratch. “You’re here?” she asked. “Then is Ethan…?”

She stood still and looked up the road toward the farm. I nudged her hand with my nose to get her scratching again. Then I gave her a lick and started back home. I’d been away from the boy too long.

“Bailey, wait!” Hannah called, and she came running down the driveway behind me.

It’s always good to have company for a walk. Hannah stayed by my side until we reached the farm. I was about to run back to the house when I spotted Ethan on the dock of the pond, sitting by himself. His cane lay by his side.

I ran to him and licked the back of his neck. He jumped, startled. “What took you so long, huh, Bailey?” he asked. “Where did you go?”

Hannah stepped onto the dock.

Ethan must have heard her footsteps and felt the old wooden planks shift under her weight. He got up, painfully, awkwardly, clutching his cane.

Hannah stopped.

I was kind of surprised that the two of them didn’t do any of that hugging they seemed to like so much. They didn’t do any talking, either. They just looked at each other.

I sat down to see what would happen next. There was always the possibility of a dog biscuit somewhere.

“Well,” Hannah said. “Are you going to kiss me or what?”

Ethan dropped his cane.

I thumped my tail on the dock as they hugged and hugged. So they still liked that game after all.

“I can’t believe you didn’t even tell me you’d gotten here,” Hannah said, with her face against Ethan’s shoulder. “Bailey had to come get me!”

Ethan looked down at me. Slowly, he grinned. It had been months since I’d seen a grin like that on his face.

He jumped into the water.

Hannah shrieked with surprise. I raced to the end of the dock and looked down. The water was sloshing. Bubbles were rising. At last—at last!—I knew just what to do.

I leaped into the water after my boy.

In no time at all, I had the collar of his shirt in my mouth. I tugged him up to the surface, and we broke into the air. Hannah was sitting down on the dock, laughing.

“I can swim!” Ethan shouted, laughing, too, shaking the water out of his hair. “I can still swim!”

I was so happy I paddled hard for the little sandy beach by the dock, climbed out, and chased the ducks around the pond.

That night, Ethan and I went to bed out on the porch, the way we always did at the farm. I lay with my head on my boy’s chest, and his hand, heavy and sleepy, came up to stroke my head.

“Good dog, Bailey,” he murmured.

For the first time in a long, long time, I could tell my boy was happy.
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Bailey’s Story: A Dog’s Purpose Novel describes the life of a beloved pet from the canine’s own point of view. From rough beginnings in a puppy mill to life as the devoted friend of “his boy,” Ethan, Bailey’s story will warm readers’ hearts and deepen their empathy with the life of mankind’s best friend.

Reading Bailey’s Story: A Dog’s Purpose Novel with Your Children

Pre-Reading Discussion Questions

Help your young reader get excited about this book by exploring key words and ideas from the story. This will help strengthen the connections children make as they begin to read.

1.   This book is subtitled A Dog’s Purpose Novel. What is a “purpose”? What types of roles do dogs play in your community? What do you think is a dog’s most important role?

2.   Have you ever had a pet? Describe how the pet came into your family and what you know (or wonder) about your pet’s life before he arrived in your home. If you do not have a pet, what kind of pet might you like to have, why, and how might you find such an animal?

3.   How many examples can you list of ways dogs help their human friends? Consider how your pet helps you in your home, how service dogs help people with special needs, and how dogs are part of military, police, and other service organizations. If desired, keep your list on a home bulletin board, white board, or a sheet of paper, and add to it as your read this book—and afterward!

Post-Reading Discussion Questions

Some or all of the questions below may help launch family or classroom conversations or be useful preparation for the activities that follow.

1.   Bailey’s Story is narrated by Bailey, the dog, himself. Were you surprised when you realized who was telling this story? Why or why not? What sorts of things does Bailey notice that a human narrator might not notice?

2.   How does Bailey come to “know the boy very well” (p. 13) in the early chapters of the book? If you could “speak dog” and explain things more thoroughly to Bailey, what might you try to clarify so he could better understand Ethan’s activities with his dad, his need to go to school, the “game” of “Dog Door,” and the experience of the “doghouse”?

3.   In chapter 6, Ethan and Bailey make a dangerous friend named Todd, who tries to keep Bailey for his own. What kind of kid is Todd? Would you call Todd a “bully”? What advice should you give Ethan about spending time with Todd? Are there reasons readers should feel bad for Todd? Explain your answers.

4.   What is “the farm”? Do you think you would like to spend the summer at “the farm”? Why is “the farm” wonderful for Bailey? For Ethan? What kinds of freedom do Ethan and Bailey have at “the farm” that they do not have at home? What happens when summer ends?

5.   How does Bailey behave at moments in the story when he is lonely, frustrated, or uncertain? How are his behaviors treated by Ethan and his parents? Describe a moment in your own life when you felt unsure or worried. What did you say and do? Compare and contrast your human actions to Bailey’s animal response to similar emotions.

6.   In chapter 12, Ethan is left alone at “the farm” for the first time. Describe what happens when Ethan decides to ride Flare out for a picnic. Do you think Ethan should have made this choice? Why or why not? How does Bailey help when Ethan gets into trouble? Does he understand he is helping? What would Bailey say is his most important job in life?

7.   In chapters 14, 15, and 16, readers experience Ethan’s high school life through Bailey’s eyes. How do Ethan’s main interests change? Does Bailey’s understanding of his job as “Ethan’s boy” change during these years? Why or why not?

8.   What warning signs that Todd is becoming more dangerous does Bailey observe but not understand? Do you think Ethan behaves well toward Todd in these chapters, and during their fight at the end of chapter 17? Explain your answer.

9.   How does Bailey become a hero in chapters 18 and 19? What terrible thing happens to Ethan as these events unfold? Does your family have an emergency plan in case there is a fire or other dangerous event at your house? Describe this plan—or have the conversation today!

10. After the fire, Ethan’s life is dramatically changed. How does Bailey understand the changes in Ethan? What happens when Bailey and Ethan return to “the farm” after the accident? What reunion does Bailey help make happen? How does Bailey help Ethan remember what he can still do?

11. After reading Bailey’s Story, how might you describe a pet dog’s most important purpose in one sentence?

Post-Reading Activities

Take the story from the page to the pavement with these fun and inspiring activities for the dog-lovers in your family.

1.   GOLDEN RETRIEVERS. Go to the library or online to learn more about this popular dog breed. (Hint: Visit www.akc.org.) Make a list of things Bailey does in the course of the story that show he has the key qualities of a golden retriever. If desired, try this activity with your own pet’s breed, or do this research for a breed of dog you are considering owning as a pet someday.

2.   DOG PROOFING. Bailey sometimes gets into trouble by chewing shoes, eating garbage, or entering/exiting places he should not. Take a walk through your home or yard. Bring a notepad, noting the things you would have to “Bailey proof” if he were your pet. Are your doors well secured? Where do you keep your kitchen garbage? Do you have other pets, such as cats, that might help Bailey get into trouble? What easily found shoes, plastic toys, or other items might be big temptations for Bailey if he were home alone? After your exploration, discuss what you learned about your home from exploring it from this viewpoint. Does it cause you to make any home or yard changes for the pets in your life?

3.   A DOG COMMUNITY. Bailey finds furry friends in his neighborhood. Are your neighbors, nearby relatives, or friends, also animal fans? Celebrate your canine community with a “play date” in your neighborhood or at a local dog park. Make invitations for adults, kids, and dogs to come to your event. Prepare human and animal-friendly snacks. Plan activities such as relay races or make-a-safe-pet-toy crafts. Be creative! Have fun! Celebrate the joy of family pets!

4.   PET CHAT. Bailey’s Story is narrated in first person by Bailey, the golden retriever. This helps readers understand the dog’s point of view and is also a model for helping children see other peoples’ and animals’ perspectives. Invite your child to describe, using “I,” a few minutes in the life of his or her own pet. If desired, invite your child to describe, use “I,” an experience in the life of a younger sibling, parent, grandparent, or friend.

5.   HELP OUT. Bailey is a lucky dog to have been rescued and adopted by Ethan’s family. Your child can to help more unhappy dogs find safe, happy homes by designing an awareness-raising poster. Brainstorm poster titles (e.g., “DON’T SHOP AT PUPPY MILLS,” “ADOPT A SHELTER PET,” or “BE KIND TO DOGS”). Consider using paint, marker, colored pencil, photographs, or other images found online or cut from magazines. Once your decisions are made, make your poster. Visit a nearby supermarket, veterinarian, or library with your child and encourage him/her to ask if they have a good spot to hang your poster. Take a photo of your child beside their mounted poster to share with friends and family!

Reading Bailey’s Story in Your Classroom

These Common Core–aligned writing activities may be used in conjunction with the pre- and post-reading discussion questions above.

1.   Point of View: Bailey’s Story is narrated by Bailey, the golden retriever. To make this feel realistic, the author relies heavily on sensory descriptions, especially scents, sounds, and tastes. Have students imagine “hero dog” Bailey is visiting their school with Ethan. Write 2–3 paragraphs from Bailey’s viewpoint, including his experience of arriving at the school entrance, meeting various students and teachers, and the view from the front of the auditorium or a classroom as Ethan tells their story.

2.   Communities and Relationships: Bailey enjoys joining Ethan for fun and games in the neighborhood. Using clues from the novel, write a welcome letter to families who might be new to Ethan’s neighborhood. In your letter, introduce the kids and pets in the neighborhood, and describe the kinds of fun they enjoy in different seasons. Then, write a welcome letter to families who might move to your own neighborhood, including people, pets, activities and other interesting details. Read your letters aloud to friends or classmates. What similarities and differences do you see between Ethan’s community and your own? Between the real-life neighborhoods of your classmates? What good qualities do most communities share?

3.   Text Type: Opinion Piece. Write a one-page essay explaining what you think Ethan should have done to end the argument he and Todd have at the end of chapter 17, and whether you think Ethan should feel partly responsible for Todd starting the fire. Does any argument justify putting peoples’ lives at risk?

4.   Text Type: Narrative. In the character of Hannah, write the story of how Bailey helped your friendship with Ethan grow. Or, in the character of Todd, write the story of why you tried to kidnap Bailey when you were young and why Ethan makes you feel so angry.

5.   Research and Present: PROTECT OUR PUPS. Although Bailey does not realize this, he was born in a “puppy mill” or “puppy farm,” a place focused more on breeding dogs for profit than on their health and safety. Go to the library or online to learn more about the problems with many puppy mills. (Hint: Visit www.humanesociety.org or www.PAWS.org). Have small groups of students create oral presentations encouraging dog lovers to avoid puppy mills, how and why. If possible, have students give their presentations to others in their grade or school.

6.   Research and Present: FIRE SAFETY. Bailey saves the family from a terrible fire. Go online to learn more about how families can plan for a fire emergency. (Hint: Begin your research at www.redcross.org or www.nfpa.org.) Create an informative booklet or informational poster sharing what you have learned. If possible, make copies of your booklet to distribute to others in your school or community.

Supports English Language Arts Common Core Writing Standards: W.3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.7; W.4.1, 4.2, 4.3, 4.7; W.5.1, 5.2, 5.3, 5.7; W.6.2, 6.3, 6.7; W.7.2, 7.3, 7.7
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