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Dedication

For all the good eggs

who have ever been called bad ones.

And of course for Bella,

the very best dog I could ever ask for.
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    The McBrides

Bella was the best of all the McBride children.

She never said it, of course. She wouldn’t want to hurt the other children’s feelings.

But she knew it was true.

It wasn’t very hard, to be honest. She didn’t have much competition.

The baby threw tantrums every night, her sister refused to do her chores, and her brother, who was the oldest, always left his muddy sneakers on the living-room floor and pulled away when Mrs. McBride tried to kiss him on the forehead.

Bella did none of these things. She never woke the McBrides up in the night, even when she couldn’t sleep. She cleaned the crumbs from the kitchen floor every day without even being asked. She didn’t wear sneakers and would love to be kissed on the forehead, only it seemed like nobody had tried for a long time now.

What’s more, Bella never whined about what was for breakfast or dinner. She didn’t get angry when her brother whacked her over her head with his stuffed dinosaur, or when her sister tied her ears together with an itchy pink bow.

What more could anyone ask of a child?

The McBrides had seemed pleased with Bella when they first brought her home (from where, Bella didn’t know—she assumed all children wondered this). They were always cuddling her or playing with her, and even sharing their popcorn with her on movie night.

Popcorn, with extra butter, was Bella’s favorite food.

But as the months went on and Bella grew bigger, they had started paying less and less attention to her and more and more attention to other things, like the television and their computers and their vacation plans for next summer.

Well then, thought Bella, I must simply try harder to be a good girl.

So she offered to play catch with Mrs. McBride to relax her before work, and always tried to lick her brother’s feet clean when they got dirty. When there was a thunderstorm outside, she curled up on Mr. McBride’s lap to keep him from being afraid. When her sister lost her teddy bear, Bella left her favorite toy—a rubber pig, only slightly covered in slobber—in her sister’s backpack to lift her spirits. And one night, when the baby was crying and no one woke up, Bella slipped into his room and left half a biscuit she had been saving in his crib, just in case he was hungry.

But no matter how hard Bella tried to show the McBrides what a good girl she was, it never seemed to be enough. Mrs. McBride cringed at the sight of Bella’s tennis ball. Her brother jerked his feet away from Bella’s tongue. Mr. McBride scolded her to get off the couch. Her sister screamed when she found Bella’s pig. The baby probably would have thanked Bella if he had known how, but he didn’t. And anyway, Mrs. McBride had come in soon after Bella and thrown the biscuit in the trash before the baby had the chance to eat it.

“Bad Bella!” each of them had cried. (Except the baby, of course.)

Yes, Bella was the best of all the McBride children.

Only no one seemed to know this but her.

But I can’t get discouraged, Bella often told herself. If there was one thing she was certain of, it was that the McBrides loved her. Someday they would finally notice how good she was, and things would start to change.

Then, one day, the tree came.

And things did change.

They got much, much worse.

It’s not that Bella had anything against trees. Trees were fine, on the whole. They ranked in her top three places to go to the bathroom, along with the playground sandbox and the next-door neighbor’s prizewinning rosebushes.

But everything might have been all right if it hadn’t been for the tree. The spindly, prickly, seasick-green tree that stood almost to the ceiling, casting a dark shadow over Mrs. McBride’s best rug.

It was after the McBrides brought the tree into the living room that things went from bad to worse. So Bella felt there was a good chance that everything that came after only happened because of the tree.

The day after its arrival, Mrs. McBride began talking on the phone all the time. She would huff and say things like “They’ll have to make do with the pullout couch,” or “We’ve always had turkey, and we aren’t going to switch to ham this year!”

The thought of turkey or ham was lovely enough to make Bella sigh with contentment, but the frown on Mrs. McBride’s face only darkened.

While she spoke, she would move items of furniture around and sweep the floor underneath. And then she might interrupt herself and say, “Would you look at all the hair Bella has shed? I could stuff a whole pillow with it. And that’s not even counting what I vacuum off my best rug every week.”

Which made Bella feel very proud indeed.

The other strange thing about Mrs. McBride was that she seemed to be swelling up like a balloon. Every day her stomach got rounder, and she would often pat it and call it “little one.” This made no sense because there was nothing little about Mrs. McBride’s stomach.

Bella never said this, of course. She wouldn’t want to hurt Mrs. McBride’s feelings.

Meanwhile, Mr. McBride would disappear for hours at a time and come home with piles of shopping bags, which he shoved under the bed or on the top shelf of the closet. (What, Bella wondered, is the point of buying new things if you aren’t even going to look at them?) And after the bags were put away, he was sometimes so tired, he forgot to take Bella for her walk.

Walking Bella wasn’t the only thing Mr. McBride forgot. Mrs. McBride sometimes shouted at him about forgetting to take the trash out, and once refused to speak to him for a whole night after he forgot to pick her up from her doctor’s appointment.

“Things have been so busy at work,” he said. “And with trying to get ready for the holiday and the new—”

But Mrs. McBride slammed the door before he could finish.

One night, after the other children had gone to bed, Mrs. McBride told Mr. McBride to water the tree. “It already looks dry, and we haven’t even decorated it yet,” she scolded.

“I’ll do it,” Mr. McBride said wearily.

But Mr. McBride did not do it. Instead, he fell asleep on the couch.

Without taking Bella for her walk.

Bella felt sorry for Mr. McBride. Mrs. McBride would be angry with him in the morning for forgetting to water the tree, which did, in fact, look dry as a bone (though nowhere near as tasty). But she also felt very sorry for herself. Her bladder was quite full, and she didn’t want to wait until morning to go to the bathroom. She would either have to wake up Mr. McBride or go on Mrs. McBride’s best rug, neither of which a good girl would do.

Suddenly Bella had a much better idea.

And even though she did not like the prickly, spindly tree, and all the slamming doors and raised voices the tree had brought with it, she tiptoed quietly over and sniffed it.

It smelled like squirrel. Bella’s least favorite animal.

Which just went to show.

Bella was too tall to fit under the tree’s branches, but if she was very careful, she could just lift her leg high enough, as she had sometimes seen boy dogs do. She aimed for the trunk of the tree, which sat in an empty metal bowl. She couldn’t help but congratulate herself. None of the other McBride children would come up with such a good plan, she thought. This way, I get to go to the bathroom, and Mr. McBride won’t be in trouble in the morning!

Just as she was almost done, Bella felt a hard tug at her collar. Her leg was suddenly jerked away from the bowl.

“What are you doing?” shouted Mr. McBride, who must not have been quite asleep after all.

The lights flicked on, and Mrs. McBride strode in, wearing her nightgown. “Is Bella doing what I think she’s doing?” she said. And then, her voice climbing higher, “My rug! My best rug!”

Bella looked down to see a small puddle of yellow spreading through the cream-colored threads.

“BAD BELLA!” the McBrides yelled together.

And before Bella even had time to curl her tail between her legs, Mr. McBride had scooped her up around the belly. He gave a grunt of surprise as he lifted her. In the months since Bella had arrived at the McBrides’, no one had noticed how big she had grown.

Mr. McBride carried her through the kitchen into the garage.

“You stay here tonight and think about what you’ve done,” he said, before closing the door behind him and leaving Bella alone in the dark.
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    The Meaning of Christmas

Bella did think about what she had done.

All night.

How did it go so wrong? I only wanted to help. That’s all I ever want to do.

In the morning, Mrs. McBride let Bella out in the backyard and gave her breakfast. But she didn’t speak to Bella, and she took her straight back to the garage afterward.

So Bella thought some more about what she had done.

All day.

But what, exactly, did I do? she wondered. She loved Mr. McBride, of course, but it seemed to her that if he hadn’t pulled her away so suddenly, Mrs. McBride’s rug would have been just fine.

When Mr. McBride finally opened the door to let Bella back into the house, he fixed her with a stern look. “We’re giving you another chance,” he said. “But you really have to behave this time.”

Bella let out a sigh that fluttered through her long whiskers. When was someone going to see that she always behaved?

Still, she was happy to be out of the garage, which was starting to feel very damp and cold. Her stomach was rippling with hunger, but when she walked into the kitchen, her food bowl was empty. Mr. McBride must have forgotten.

Bella followed him into the living room and then stopped short at the doorway.

While she had been in the garage, the McBrides had done something to the tree. It was strung with little lights that blinked blue, yellow, and other colors Bella could not quite make out. Strings of beads were draped over the tree, as well as tiny figurines of dolls and animals and snowflakes, which glittered and winked from the branches. It was beautiful.

And there was the most delicious, buttery smell in the air.

Bella’s favorite smell of all.

Popcorn.

There was popcorn strung on the tree!

“Why is Bella staring?” asked her sister. “It’s like she’s never seen a Christmas tree before.”

“That’s because she hasn’t, stupid,” said her brother.

“Don’t call your sister stupid,” said Mrs. McBride.

Bella’s brother muttered something that sounded like “stupid” under his breath.

“I suppose it’s a treat for Bella,” said Mr. McBride, “since it’s her first Christmas.”

Bella’s tail began to thump.

Finally she understood! Mr. McBride hadn’t forgotten to feed her. And the McBrides weren’t angry at her at all. They were giving her the tree as a treat. Mr. McBride had just said so himself.

They must have figured out that she was trying to help them and had finally realized what a good dog she was. They had only put her in the garage so they could surprise her with her first Christmas (whatever that was).

Perhaps, Bella thought, “Christmas” means when someone realizes they haven’t paid enough attention to someone else and arranges for a special surprise to make it up to them!

And perhaps the tree was not so horrible after all. The popcorn had covered up the smell of squirrel, and the lights had softened its prickly bristles.

“It’s dinnertime,” announced Mrs. McBride, picking the baby up and leading the rest of the family to the kitchen. Bella didn’t move.

“Are you staying out here to enjoy the tree?” Mr. McBride asked her.

Bella thumped her tail yes.

“All right, then,” said Mr. McBride. He patted her twice on the head and gave her a little scratch behind the ears.

A scratch behind the ears! Bella couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that. It felt wonderful.

After the family had gone, Bella stared at the tree for a few minutes, trying to soak up its beauty. She heard the TV in the kitchen, which she knew meant that the family was eating. Finally she padded toward the tree, looking up at all the pretty lights and sniffing its wonderful new aromas.

It wasn’t just popcorn on the tree. There were striped candy sticks, too, and chocolates stuffed into shiny wrappers. Bella wasn’t usually allowed to have chocolate, but regular rules probably did not count at Christmas.

Her stomach growled again, and she couldn’t wait any longer. She balanced on her back paws and rested her front paws against the tree branches. She started by biting at a candy stick, which made a good appetizer.

Then she moved on to the popcorn. She savored each delicate
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’ “A wonderful, funny tale of a very good ‘bad’ dog and her quest to find a home.” n
—GARTH STEIN, New York Times bestselling author of The Art of Racing in the Rain
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