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        Happy 10th Birthday, Max!

        Thank you for putting up with us and all of our cats.
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        Max, about two years old

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Even if I'm left high and dry at the end of this wild journey, just taking it is a great feeling.

      

      

      

      
        
        Olivia Wilde

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The characters and events in this book are not based on real events.

        Well, maybe a little bit.

      

      

      

      
        
        But the names have been changed to protect the innocent.

        Sometimes.
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          CHAPTER 1

          WILD AND FREE

        

      

    

    
      Max didn’t mean to run away. Well, not exactly. Not at first.

      The day had started out badly, and then it got worse. When the Daddy-man let Max out of the nighttime kennel and then outside for breakfast, the man became distracted and forgot playtime. Their morning routine was for Max to check out every inch of his Ozark mountaintop yard, snuffling around for each and every new scent. As long as he stayed out of the woods, the Daddy-man let him explore as much as he liked. Then they might have a quick game of chase or check on the vegetables in the garden. It was a special outdoor time together each day. But not this morning.

      Max heard the man talking to one of the daughters about a science project, and there was lots of scurrying around and loading strange-looking cardboard things into the car. The Daddy-man drove away with Leia and didn’t even say goodbye. Max was left with the Mama-lady. Morning was not a playtime for her.

      “Come on inside, Max. Let’s go. What are you waiting for?” she said, not understanding the routine.

      I’m waiting for playtime, he thought.

      Max had lived long enough to know that the Mama-lady was not a morning-loving person, and she was not going to come outside and play. He plodded back into the house, head hung low. There would be no playtime this morning.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. Max just kept getting into trouble, even though he didn’t mean to.

      If that little white cat kept running by his special pillow spot, Max couldn’t resist nipping at her tail at least once. What dog could? The cat was teasing him, but the Mama-lady always took her side.

      “Max, did you just try to bite her? Bad Dog!”

      Bad Dog. The worst words in the whole English language. This might have been the first, but it wasn’t the last time a human would say them to Max that day.

      Max got bored and wandered into the cat’s special area to sneak a nibble or two of food. Bad Dog.

      He found something like one of his bones to chew on. It was white and leathery and felt good under his teeth. Gnaw. Gnaw. But it was not a bone. It was a shoe. Bad Dog.

      A delivery man drove up in a big brown truck, and Max barked and barked to let him know that this house was not to be messed with. Woof! Woof! Woof! Cats scattered and hid under beds. The Mama-lady wandered over to the door, waving the dog away and telling him to hush.

      “Max, it’s just the UPS man. You see him all the time. Shush! Goodness!”

      Max did not shush until he had scared the man all the way down the long driveway and kept his house safe. The Mama-lady was not impressed. Bad Dog.

      After his morning nap, Max hoped things would get better. He tried to be good, but keeping track of the Mama-lady was his number one job in the world. Especially when the man was gone. And she wouldn’t be still or stay in one place. She tripped on him coming out of the kitchen. She bumped into him when she went into the bedroom. And again when she came out.

      Finally, when she was heading to the laundry room with an overloaded basket, Max helped her along by directing her steps with his awesome herding, side-to-side jumps. The Mama-lady had had enough.

      “Max, stop it. I can get to the laundry room on my own. Go-lie-down-Max.”

      Okay. It wasn’t a Bad Dog, but it felt like one. Max slunk over to his pillow and stayed there until dinnertime. Even that most special time of the day—dinner—the event Max waited for all afternoon, was bad.

      The Daddy-man did all the same things he normally does. Max saw him get the spoon from the drawer and head to the magic cabinet that held the cans of meaty goodness, but the man was annoyed by Max’s routine dinner-dance. Leaping around by the back door, Max accidentally trampled all over the shoes that had been left there. He didn’t mean to. They were just in the way.

      “Max, get off the shoes!” the Daddy-man said.

      Max had hoped for some extra after-dinner playtime, but it was cut short instead. The Daddy-man was distracted by other things and didn’t pay much attention to Max. The dog slunk back into the house and plopped down on his pillow.

      He pouted the rest of the evening, but no one seemed to notice. His humans were all busy with their own things and didn’t even look his way. At least no one was angry with him. With a deep sigh, Max curled up tight and wondered what life would be like without all of these people always bossing him around, being so grumpy, and taking him for granted.

      When the Daddy-man let him out to go potty before bedtime, Max discovered the most amazing smell by a tree at the far end of the yard. The day was going to end well after all! Chasing a great smell around the yard was one of Max’s favorite activities. Nose to the rocky earth and tail wagging rhythmically up high in the air, Max snuffled along the dark ground in a path that led him farther and farther away from the house.

      Even when the Ozark Mountain ground became steep and rocky under his feet, and he slid as much as he actually walked, Max followed the trail. When the tall trees became thicker and thicker, Max still followed the trail. He could hear the Daddy-man calling his name more and more urgently, but it didn’t matter. He was focused on the trail. It is impossible to drop concentration for even a moment when you’re
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