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  Chapter 1

  
  




Grace has been crying for five days straight. Five days. That’s exactly how many days Molly’s been missing. 

So, here I am, in a coffee shop helping hang missing fliers for her little white dog. Grace is having a bad week and bringing everyone else down too. 

Grace says, “Here Josh,” and hands me a paper off the top of her stack. She points towards the bulletin board, swipes her finger under her nose and sniffs, “That looks like a good place. Everyone will see Molly’s picture from there.”  Yeah, they can see it, and probably think that is one ugly little dog. 

 I’m not a coffee drinker, I’m only thirteen. Even still, I come to this coffee shop with my mom, after work or when she is running errands. She loves to sit in these places. I don’t know why; I think it’s the smell. Truth is, I kind of love it too, it’s very comforting.

Mom suggested the coffee shop as a to start with the fliers.  Today, the bulletin board is overflowing with missing posters, all stacked one on top of the other, all in a variety of colored papers, each with a picture of a pet missed by their owners. The papers extend right past the border of the board; some people taped the fliers to the wall covering every inch right to the floor. 

“How is it possible that so many pets are missing?” I ask. Grace shrugs her response. 

I find the one spot where her flier fits. Grace hands me the little silver thumbtack, and I stab the paper right above the word MISSING. I step back to make sure it’s straight. Staring back at me is Molly, her face all white fur and sympathetic eyes, head cocked to the side.  I’ve obscured part of Duke, the St. Bernard’s flier, but you can still see his face and name. “How’s that look?”

Grace leans on an empty table nearby, keeping busy stacking little tubs of coffee creamers on the table. It’s funny how eight-year-olds can entertain themselves with the littlest things, even in the middle of grief. She looks up and smiles a sad little half smile. “Perfect!” She shoots her hand up and I respond with a sound high five. Her smile fades again as she looks down at the stack of papers.  I notice her eyes settle on the face looking back at her from the page.  She sniffs, and I can see the puddles coming back in her eyes. 

“We’ll find her, Grace. Don’t worry.” Even though my sister can annoy sometimes, I feel bad for her. And my dad would want me to do everything to help Grace. If he were here, he would search high and low to find out where her dog has gone.

He could never stand to see her cry.

Maybe one of our fliers will help bring Molly home. I glance back at the board, filled with so many papers.  That’s when I notice one MISSING poster. This one has a gray cat that stares the camera down.  Even on paper, its yellow eyes seem to stare right through me. What stands out is the big set of bright pink lips planted right on the corner of the paper, like someone had freshened up their lipstick right before they planted a big smoochy kiss on the picture.

“Joshy?”

 I freeze. That voice. There’s only one person in the world who calls me that. Susie Buffet (pronounced Boo-Fay), the pinkest person ever. Sixth grade Science class. Two rows back. She doesn’t wear any other color than pink. Pink shoes. Pink shirts. Pink pants. She even writes with pink gel pens, on everything. She always dots her I’s with hearts. Our science teacher is always complaining about it.

“Susie. Hey.”  I try to steer clear of Susie. She’s always touching people and saying awkward, flirty things like a character from a bad teen movie. Possibly that’s how girls acted where she came from before moving here last year.  It’s funnier when it happens to someone else. It always makes me sweaty and nervous when she touches me.

Susie’s blond hair pulled back into two pigtails, each adorned with fluffy pink hair ties just like little tufts of cotton candy. Her pink yoga pants have sparkles on them that spell out the word love down the leg. 

She points her pink painted fingernail towards my chest with her left hand and twirls her hair between her fingers with her right. “Oh, my gosh. How fun to see you! Do you always come to this cute, little coffee shop? I didn’t know you like coffee. You do like coffee, right?” She tosses her head. I hear a jingling sound. She has bells buried deep in those cotton candy clumps.

“Um, no. I don’t drink coffee. I’m helping my sister hang these fliers. Her dog’s been missing for a few days.” I thumb towards my sister slurping on a cherry sucker the barista gave her when we came in. Grace, whose pyramid now stands seven creamers tall, eyes Susie with mild interest.

Susie follows my thumb to the board behind me and then to my sister. She purses her glossy, rose-colored lips. “Awe, so this is your little sister?” She throws her hands up and covers her mouth as she gasps. “She’s so cute!” 

Grace looks up momentarily at the compliment, then continues working on her sucker.

Susie motions towards the flier marked with the lipstick. “My Muffin is missing too!” Oh. Pink lipstick. Got it. “See, bubble gum is my signature color!”

“How long has she been missing?” 

“He. Muffin is a he.” She nods towards the picture. “He’s been gone four days. Can you help me find him?” Susie leans close to Grace, her lips puckered, like she was talking to a baby, her voice high pitched. “Oh, and your adorable little sister can help, too.” Grace wrinkles her nose up in reaction to the baby talk.  “Please? I want to bring my Muffin home.” Now her hands are over her heart. She’s so dramatic.

Susie stands inside my personal bubble and tosses her hair. It looks like she has something in her eyes, too. She keeps looking up at me, blinking them over and over. And now she’s pouting. Like that’ll work. 

I pick the papers off the table. “My sister thinks if we put up fliers someone will call if they recognize Molly. That’s all, I’m not sure I can be of any help to you finding your cat.”

“Oh. Okay.” More pouting. And that’s my cue to leave. 

“Well, okay then, we gotta go. More fliers to hang and all.” I gesture towards the stack in my hand. I take Grace’s hand and try to make my exit. She side-steps right in front of me. 

 “Okay, well then can I at least go with you? We can just go together everywhere! It’ll be fun!”  She looks at me with those ridiculous eyes, and I’m such a jerk for trying to shake her. 

I sigh. 

“Yeah. Okay. We’re going to the pet store next. You can come. I guess.” Just like that. I have a flier partner.

That’s what she calls us now.

Flier partners
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The three of us walk into Bob’s Pet shop. Funny name for a pet store, the owner’s name isn’t even Bob. It’s Harold. A chime sounds as I open the door. 

It’s not an enormous store, as pet stores go. Small glass cages line the wall to the right.  A brown hamster sprints on its squeaky wheel.  The acrid smell of hay and dried pet food clings to the air. Somewhere in the corner I hear a bird squawk. 

On the back wall, are several larger glass cages. A few have small dog pacing back and forth or curled up sleeping. The rest of the glass cases are empty.

“Puppies!” Grace races straight to the large glass box right up front filled with pudgy little puppies. They lick the glass as she peers in, her face and hands press against it. If it weren’t for the lid, she’d be right inside that box with those puppies. 

I search around. The shelves on the back wall stacked with enormous bags of pet food. Down the center of the store are rows of toys and shampoo.

A bell chimes, and I turn as a door in the back opens and the sound of barking dogs floods the room. Harold Hicks, the owner, slips through with a box in his hands, leaving the door ajar.

In the room in the back I see a small white dog pacing inside a wire cage. It looks a lot like Molly. The dog stops pacing when it sees me. Its ears perk up, and its tail wags furiously behind it. Our eyes connect for a split second, but I know it sounds silly, but I feel something pulling me towards it. I think it could be Molly!

Harold drops the box on the counter and starts to shut the door. Just before he gets the door pulled all the way closed, I swear I hear someone with a deep voice call my name from the back room.

Harold looks around and notices us standing there. With a tug he pulls his sweater vest down.  He sweeps his oily hair, whose part starts just over his left ear, over the top of his head, placing it over a patch of shining bald head. 

He’s not a very big man, probably forty something-same age as my dad would be, if he were still alive. He’s a little taller than I am, but not by much. His legs are so skinny they look like sticks in the legs of his too short pants. His brown socks have fallen around his ankles exposing pale skin. 

“How can I help you?” he asks nervously.  

I approach and gesture towards the back door. “Excuse me, that dog back there, where did it come from?”

Harold stares at me as he pushes his glasses back up his nose with one finger, his long gaze makes me uncomfortable. “Dog?”

“Yeah, that little blond dog, it looks a lot like my sister’s dog, Molly.” I slide a flier across towards him. “She’s been missing for five days.” Harold doesn’t even glance at the paper.

Susie slides a paper with Muffin on it towards him, “And my Muffin. He’s missing, too. Have you seen my poor kitty?”

“Hate to disappoint you two, but I don’t take in strays. All my dogs and cats are from reputable breeders.” He pushes his glasses up again. “Is there something else I can help you with?”

Grace who has finally pulled herself away from the puppies joins us at the counter. “Is that my Molly barking?”

Harold glares at Grace. “Young lady, you may well have heard a dog barking. This is a pet store. I have many dogs in my store. But I assure you; it was not your dog you heard. Now, what can I do for you children, or did you come here to annoy me? As you can see, I’m quite a busy man.” He slides the paper back towards me, turns back to the box on the counter and tries to busy himself with its contents.

I don’t believe him. I know what I saw. I slam my hand down on the counter. “No, I know it’s her!” 

Harold looks back at me, his face red. “Young man, I won’t have that kind of behavior in my store!” He adjusts his clothes and clears his throat. 

Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best approach. I inhale through my nose to try to soften my voice a little.  “If we could take a quick peek, just to be sure. It’ll only be a minute. I mean, I would appreciate it.”

“No. I’ve already explained to you that can’t possibly be your dog. I have no interest in that grungy little dog.” He motions towards the paper with Molly’s picture. “I only sell the purest breeds here. This dog is just a mutt.  I will ask you again to please find legitimate business or leave my store.”

None of this makes any sense why won’t he let us look? “Harold, we aren’t trying to bother you, we just want to find our dog. What if that dog is Molly? What harm can it do to let us look?”

Harold’s face turns a deeper red, and the muscles along his jaw are bulging. “Harm? You are insinuating that I am grabbing mutts off the street to sell in my shop! That lie would ruin my business. As I’ve said before, my animals all come from reputable sources. I would never resort to such despicable means.  I want you to leave. Now.”

Grace leans forward on the counter towards Harold, her eyes soft with tears. “I only want to find my Molly. I miss her so much. Will you keep this picture of her, in case you see her? Our number is right here.” She points to the phone number printed on the page, as a tear plops down on the paper landing right on Molly’s face.

Harold looks down at Grace, unaffected by her tears and points a shaky finger at the middle of my nose. “I’m losing my patience with you kids. Get out, now! Before I throw you out.”

“Well, you don’t have to be such a fussy!” Susie whispers and sticks her tongue out as Harold stomps towards a boy standing near the lizard cages. 

I take Grace by the hand, “Come on, Grace. Let’s go to the hardware store.” We head out. I can’t shake the feeling it was Molly. I’m certain I saw her.

And someone called my name. I don’t want to mention it to Susie, because she might think I’m crazy. I’m pretty sure Harold has no idea what my name is, even though my family has shopped in his store off and on for years. So, who would know my name? Assuming of course that I did actually hear my name.

Outside I stare back at Harold, who’s talking to the boy looking at the lizards. He throws a piercing gaze my way before turning back to his customer.

“I just want to find Molly. Why was he so mean?” Grace kicks at a crack in the sidewalk and sniffles. 

“I don’t know Grace. But don’t give up. We’ll keep looking.”

It couldn’t be Molly. Could it? Why did I get such a strong feeling that it was her? Why would she even be here, and why would Harold lie about it? He’s right. Why would a pet store owner steal dogs right off the street and sell them in his store?

It doesn’t make sense. But Harold sure seemed to get defensive when I asked about the dog in the back.

So, why can’t I shake the feeling that was Molly in that cage?
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Sitting in science class the next day, I can’t stop thinking about Molly. Grace cried all through dinner and into most of the movie Mom tried to distract her with after. I can’t shake the feeling that Harold is hiding Molly no matter how illogical it seems. If only he had let me look at the dog to be sure. The quick glimpse I did get has haunted me.

It’s like the dog recognized me too. It cocked its head in that same goofy way Molly does. And then there’s the way we locked eyes. I should have pushed harder. I should have insisted, refusing to leave until he let me back there. Instead, I let him send me out. My dad would never have given up that easily. He wouldn’t have stopped until he was able to bring her back to make our family whole again.

I’ve zoned out, just in my world as I run my fingernail along the outline of the letters someone carved into the skirt of the table. Everyone is chatting waiting for the class to begin. I run the scene in the pet store through my head over and over when a voice invades my thoughts.

“Hey, did you hear about those kids? It’s kind of freaky right? I mean, it’s weird they all ran away at the same time.” Heather Wykowski is the school gossip. She loves to talk about everything going on at school. Usually, it revolves around who has a crush on whom and who has detention.

I wrinkle my brow. “What do you mean? What kids?”

She gapes at me and then smiles. She looks at Laurel, who turned backwards in her seat, and they both gasp feigning shock at my ignorance of the most important thing that has happened in a while. “Like, seven kids, gone. All from here.” She nods towards two empty chairs. “Bill Winters and that kid who sits in front of him, uh, Jeff, something. The skinny one. Yeah. The police are all freaking out because that’s just a lot of runaways. I think no one has run-away from Burien since that guy who ran off to play guitar.”

Yeah, we’ve all heard about that guy.

Bill Winters and I were on the same baseball team when we were in the fourth grade. Weird. You never think about kids running away. I can’t imagine. Where would a kid our age go? “So, they all took off? On the same day? I mean, how do they know they ran away?” I ask.

" That’s why the cops were here this morning. Did you see them? It was so scary!” Heather continues. “They were asking kids all kinds of questions. Not me, though. I guess I don’t look like I would hang out with them. But totally freaky, right?”

Laurel leans in a little, “I heard they all ran away to Seattle. Obvious, right?”

Heather lowers her voice, like she has a great secret she doesn’t want everyone to hear. “Well, I heard they had gone digging for geoducks in the tidal pools. I’ll bet they didn’t run away at all but were swept out by the current. You watch, they’ll find them down the way.” She pulls a string of bright green gum from between her teeth and wraps it around her pointer finger before sucking it back in.

“That’s disgusting!” I say. Beth grins at me, pleased she could gross me out.

I ask, “You think they all went together? All seven of them?” I wonder why seven kids would all run away together. I never even saw Kevin and Bill talk to each other in class. I didn’t know they were friends. Why would they go together? If Heather is right, and they were poking around the shore, they would still have to be together, which doesn’t seem likely. It doesn’t feel right.

Beth whispers, “The weirdest part? They didn’t even take their cell phones or clothes or anything. Whoosh, gone. I could never do that! I’d totally die without my cell phone and my makeup!”

She’s right. That is strange. There doesn’t seem to be a good explanation for why they would all be together or why they would decide to run away. I mean these aren’t the kinds of kids you would think would do something like that. And I can’t think of a kid my age that would leave their cell phone behind.

Heather stops talking and turns when Mr. Lawson, my science teacher, walks in and pulls the door closed. He writes the words research project on the board in big letters. He turns and faces us searching the room to see that he has our attention. “Today I’m assigning your research partners. Your project is due in two weeks. Each partner must produce parts of the project and show evidence of their work. Together you will create a presentation to teach the rest of us about your topic.”

Everyone moans. Even I let out a sigh. I hate group projects. Mr. Lawson walks around the room handing out papers, looking at each of us to stress his points. “This project can be on anything having to do with the human body and its functions. Diseases. Maladies. Common birth defects and their causes. Whatever. Just keep it related to human biology.”

 He calls out the names, “George and Frank. Hannah and Pat. Josh and Susie.”  Squeals from behind me. Cringing, I turn and peek over my left shoulder. Susie, dressed in all pink from head to toe, smiles and pops a red gummy bear into her mouth. I give her a nod and turn back around. Great.

The Pink Lady.

Awesome. 
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The talk of the day was the runaways. Nothing much happens in this little town, and nothing as exciting as seven kids all deciding to run-away on the same night. I still think it’s strange. Lots of strange things going on in town these days.

First, all those dogs and cats disappearing at the same time. I mean, I think it’s totally normal to have a dog or two, maybe even a cat that goes missing, but this feels epidemic almost.

Then, these kids disappearing. I don’t buy they ran away. That just doesn’t make sense, a bunch of kids who don’t hang out together all deciding to leave everything behind and strike out into the world together? I don’t buy it. There is something, or someone, behind these two strange events. Could they be connected somehow?

I stuff my math book into my backpack and push down the pile of papers that try to tumble out of my locker. I grab my math notebook and slam the door shut as the junk shifts and tumbles down like a sad paper avalanche.

Susie leans against the locker next to mine, chomping on a fistful of gummy bears. “How’s my cute little project partner?”

“Susie! What’re you doing here? Sheesh. You shouldn’t sneak up on a guy like that!”

“Awe, I’m sorry!” She giggles and places a hand on my arm. Supposed to be comforting I suppose, but it makes me uncomfortable, so I back up a little and sweep her hand off my arm. “Hey, partner. I’m so excited we get to work together. I brought you a project partner gift.” She hands me a fuchsia-colored bag bursting with tissue paper in three shades of pink.

“Um, thanks. I think. You didn’t have to do that.” I take the bag and hold it awkwardly out in front of me. I’m not sure what to do, but she stares at me expectantly, as she waits for me to look inside. The paper crinkles as I pull it out of the bag. Inside is a key chain with a white block of plastic with my name on it in big block letters, and a small pink teddy bear with a white ribbon tied around its neck. “Oh, thanks.” I shove it back into the bag and look around to see if anyone saw me holding it. Seems like I might be in luck, the coast looks clear.

I say, “Listen, we don’t have to meet or anything. Let’s log onto the class chat room and decide what we want our project to be on. I want to pick something easy. Does that work?” I stuff the bag into my backpack.

“Perfect. Just like you!” She smiles and then blinks her eyes a bunch of times. It’s just so strange. “What time?”

“How about eight?” I say.

“See, perfect! That’s the perfect time!” She turns and bounces away but swivels back once more and wiggles her fingers at me. “Talk to you later-Partner.” She blows me a kiss which I bob left to dodge.

This is going to be a long two weeks.

* * *

I pull up to the house on my bike and roll into the driveway, squealing to a stop. I park my bike in the garage and open the door to the kitchen where a small brown dog greets me. He runs circles around my ankles while he barks and tries to jump on me. “Whoa! Who’s this?”

Grace looks up from her spaghetti dinner. “Scruffy. He’s my new dog!”

I look at my mom. She’s such a sucker. “New dog, huh?”

“Well, he just showed up, and he was so hungry. And he wouldn’t go home when I told him to. So, I thought, maybe he doesn’t have a home. I thought maybe we feed him until we find his owners.” She talked over the running water as she rinsed out a pot in the sink.

“I named him Scruffy!” Grace’s eyes sparkle with delight as she sucks spaghetti sauce off her fingers and shovels another forkful into her sauce-covered mouth.

“And then she named him Scruffy,” Mom shrugs. She walks over and leans on the counter next to Grace. “And now we have a new dog. Tomorrow I’ll take him to the vet and see if he has a chip. Just in case.” She cups Grace’s chin and smiles at her. Mom is a giant sucker when it comes to animals. She can’t ever say no to Grace, no matter what she brings home. Grandpa is always telling us stories about how she brought home stray animals all the time as a little girl. I guess some things you never outgrow.

Funny thing is, Dad is the one who brought Molly home. She had been hanging out in the bushes around his office, picking food out of the trash. He knew if Mom found out he didn’t do something about it, he would be in trouble. So, he brought home the dirty, shaggy dog, and it was love at first sight for Grace. He scored major points with that move. I guess my dad was a bit of a sucker too.

“He and Molly will be brother and sister!” Grace says between forkfuls of spaghetti. Mom looks at me, but she doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t have to. She’s worried we won’t find Molly. She doesn’t want to have to tell Grace that.

“Scruffy, huh? Appropriate.” I look down at the dog circling around, it’s easy to see where he got his name. He’s covered in wispy little hairs like brown cotton candy floating off his body. All around his mouth crusted with who knows what. The fur on his legs matted and dirty. He’s an energetic little guy, prancing around and wagging his tail. “Relax,” I say. “I think you’re a shoe-in. Welcome home, buddy.” I give him a scratch behind his left ear.

“Can you get him a collar, and a name tag with our address on your way home from school tomorrow? You know, in case he gets out of the yard, maybe it’ll keep him from getting lost. Huh, boy? You don’t want to get lost, do you?” Mom leans down and gets close enough to Scruffy to get a quick lick on the end of her nose.

I say, “I was in the pet store yesterday. I don’t want to go back. The owner is one weird, grumpy dude.”

“Harold? Oh, he’s not so bad. I went to high school with him. He’s a little weird, but he’s harmless. I felt so sorry for him then. Everyone picked on him. I always thought he was sweet.”

“Well, he’s not sweet anymore. He’s a major grump.”

Grace scrapes the last little noodle. “He said I couldn’t hang even one poster! I just want to find Molly. He was so mean.” She throws her bottom lip out.

Mom says, “Have patience with Harold, he’s never fit in. That could make anyone a little grumpy.” Mom pats me on the arm and then slides a steamy bowl of spaghetti across the counter towards me. “I’m sure he wants you to find Molly.”

Mom pauses for a minute. Her forehead furrows a bit, her brows bunch up. I know that look, she’s become such a worrier since dad died. “Hey, to change the subject a little, but did you hear about those kids that ran away?”

“Yeah, a few kids were talking about it today.” I shovel a forkful of spaghetti into my mouth, an excuse to not talk about it anymore. I can see this topic will make her nervous.

 “It’s so frightening. Those poor parents, what they must be going through tonight. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you guys. It’s just awful.” Mom furrows her brow with worry. Mom places one hand on each of us and squeezes our arms.

“Don’t worry Mom, I’d never run away. I love your spaghetti too much!”

“Ha-ha.” Mom tosses a kitchen towel at me.  “I’m going to take a shower. You two finish up your dishes when you’re done.”

After she leaves the room, Grace says, “Hey, don’t tell mom, but I still want Molly to come home. I mean, I’m excited about Scruffy and all, but I want Molly back, too. I think Mom’s sure we’ll never see Molly again. That’s why she let me have Scruffy, I’ll bet. But I know Molly will come home. Don’t you?”

“It’s okay. I won’t tell. You’re right. Don’t give up hope.”

I rinse the dishes in the sink and load them into the top drawer of the dishwasher.

There’s something fishy about how Mr. Hicks reacted when I asked him about the dog.

Why would it be a big deal?

Why was he so angry?

Could he really have Molly?

What would he want with her, anyway? Like he said, he only sells pure breeds. Molly is really just a mutt. Not pet store material to be sure.

Harold is a little creepy for sure, but why would he steal a dog he can’t sell? I heard a story about this lady’s dog that was stolen and held for ransom. The kidnappers wanted a million dollars to give the dog back.

We don’t have a million dollars.

My dad made Molly a part of this family. He’s gone, and I can’t change that. But I can bring Molly back. I need to bring our family back together.

And that’s when I decide that I’m going back to that pet store.

Tonight.
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I just keep staring at the clock, watching the time tick down. Just 8:30 pm. As soon as everyone is asleep, I’m going to get some answers.

In the meantime, I promised Susie we would meet in the chat room to talk about the project.

So far, she has asked me about where I went for summer vacation, what my favorite food is and what I like to do after school. Not much discussion about the actual project has taken place.

I’m just glad we could finally agree on something to do our project on. Every disease was too yucky or sad. It was hard to get her to agree on anything. But our science teacher, Mr. Lawson, would never agree to us picking a happier topic, which Susie has hotly debated with me for the last ten minutes before giving in to throat cancer.

The cursor blinks waiting patiently for me to respond. Behind that cursor Susie is probably tapping her pink fingernails on her pink desk waiting for my reply. I just can’t find a good answer to her question. “What is your favorite shade of pink?” Not that I have an objection to pink, but it raises some questions of my own; exactly how many shades of pink are there? And how is this important to our project?

Finally, I just type: yes. I know that answer will frustrate her, but her off topic questions are frustrating me. Finally, we decide to meet in three days to share our information and decide how we will present it to the class, and we signed off. Not before she made sure to tell me to sleep tight and don’t let the bed bugs bite. 

9:00. Well, that burned a little bit of time. And, it served as a bit of a distraction. Ever since visiting the pet store, it’s been gnawing away at me, that I walked out of there without getting another look at that dog. The strange way I felt when our eyes met keeps me thinking that has to be Molly.

What would my dad have done? He always told me to do the right thing, not the easy thing. If Harold has Grace’s dog, and he knows we are looking for it, then keeping me from her is wrong. That’s clear to me. He said he didn’t have our dog, only dogs he bought for his store.

Then why weren’t those dogs out on the floor? There were several empty cages along that back wall. He could have put the dog out there. There were other dogs back there, too. He was obviously trying to close that door quickly, like he was worried someone would see back there. Why?

In all the years that we have come to the store to get fish food, hamsters or collars, Harold has never been anything but nice. Yesterday he was definitely nervous. And he really reacted strangely when we showed him


* * *
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