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Chapter 1

ESCAPE FROM THE HEAT



It was really, really hot.

Stick Dog, Stripes, and Poo-Poo looked forward to some brief relief from the heat.

And Mutt was just back from the creek to provide it.

He was sopping wet. He didn’t say anything at all but simply sidled up close to the others. They all knew the routine. This was, after all, Mutt’s fourth trip to the creek in the past hour. Stick Dog, Stripes, and Poo-Poo stood at the ready.
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And then Mutt began to shake. He started slowly at first, spraying the others with big droplets of water from his shaggy fur. But then his shaking sped up, until he trembled and vibrated so hard the dry dirt around his paws puffed up in little brown clouds. With this vigorous shaking, Mutt was able to spray his companions not with big droplets of creek water but with a fine, cooling mist.

The other three sighed as they felt the wet, cool relief.

“That feels wonderful,” whispered Stripes when Mutt finally stopped shaking.

“I never get tired of that smell,” Poo-Poo said.

Stick Dog enjoyed the temporary respite. He needed a little break from the dry, hot day as much as anyone. “Thank you again, Mutt. That really does feel great,” he said. “Come on, you guys. Let’s help him retrieve some of this stuff. That’s the least we can do.”

Immediately, Poo-Poo and Stripes helped Stick Dog gather all the things that had come flying out of Mutt’s fur with the water. They picked up a crushed Ping-Pong ball, a blue marker, two bottle caps, and an old gray sock. They returned them all to Mutt, who tucked everything back into his fur except the old gray sock. He took that to the shade of a beech tree and began to chew on it.
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Poo-Poo and Stripes shared some shade under an old oak tree. And Stick Dog settled beneath a leafy maple. Unlike Mutt’s shaking, the shade provided little help. They all heated up again quickly.

“Stick Dog,” Poo-Poo said. “We have got to do something about this heat.”

“There’s not much we can do,” Stick Dog answered. He seemed to be conserving his energy as he spoke. He didn’t even turn to address Poo-Poo. “My pipe is even warmer than out here. The air doesn’t circulate in there. We’re not going to find better shade anywhere. I guess we could go down to the creek and get another drink of water. That always helps a little.”

“I’m sick of drinking creek water,” Stripes said. She sounded frustrated. “It’s too sandy and gritty. And on a day like this, it’s not even cold.”

“Let’s go look for some new water,” suggested Mutt. “Maybe we can find a better place to get it.”

Stick Dog considered this. “A new water source, hmm? Cleaner, colder. I think it’s a good idea.”

“You do?” said Mutt. “Really?!”

Stick Dog nodded. “Let’s just wait for Karen to get here and then we’ll go look.”

“Did you hear that, you guys?” Mutt asked Poo-Poo and Stripes. There was genuine excitement in his voice. “Stick Dog thinks we should go find a new place to get water. It was my idea! Did you hear me suggest that?”

Poo-Poo nodded his head, and Stripes closed her eyes.
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“Another great idea by yours truly,” Mutt whispered to himself as he shifted around a little in the shade. “Old Mutt comes through again.”

Stick Dog took pleasure in seeing Mutt act this way. And he took even greater pleasure when a random summer breeze whooshed through the woods for a few seconds. He closed his eyes and waited for Karen.

He didn’t have to wait long.





Chapter 2

GOING NOWHERE
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Karen soon came through the woods and entered the small clearing at Stick Dog’s pipe. She joined him beneath the maple tree.

“Can you believe how hot it is?” Karen said as she plopped down.

“Don’t remind us,” sighed Stripes.

“Where have you been?” Poo-Poo called from beneath the oak tree.

“Nowhere,” Karen answered. She panted and added, “It’s so hot!”

“I said, ‘Don’t remind us,’” Stripes complained. She seemed really agitated. “And you can’t be ‘nowhere.’ That’s impossible.”

Poo-Poo nodded in agreement.

Mutt ignored the entire conversation. He had now chewed through the heel of the old gray sock and was working on the toe area.
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“Look,” Stripes said to Karen. “You don’t have to tell us where you’ve been. It’s your business. But you have to agree that you can’t go ‘nowhere.’”

“Yeah,” Poo-Poo said. “You have to admit that.”

Karen’s chin rested on the ground. She didn’t respond, but she did shift her eyes to look at Stick Dog next to her. It was almost as if her eyes were saying, “I really want to prove these two wrong, but I don’t know how. Can you help me?”

Stick Dog got the message. And he thought it was just too hot for this back-and-forth conversation. On a nicer, cooler day, it would be fine—maybe even amusing. But not today. Not in this heat.
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“Listen, Stripes and Poo-Poo. Do me a quick favor, will you?” Stick Dog asked. He stood and stretched his legs. He knew they would leave soon. “On the count of three, will you two go and climb into my pipe? It’s not a race or anything. I just want you to get into my pipe for a second. Okay?”


It was an odd request, but neither Poo-Poo nor Stripes saw any harm in doing so. They nodded to indicate they would do it.

“One, two . . . ,” Stick Dog said, and then paused. He waited. Poo-Poo and Stripes were ready to move from the oak tree’s shade to Stick Dog’s pipe, but they held still, waiting for the signal. Then Stick Dog said, “Forget it. I don’t want you guys to go to my pipe after all.”

“You don’t?” asked Stripes.

Stick Dog shook his head.

“Why not?” Poo-Poo asked.

“Just changed my mind is all,” said Stick Dog. He winked at Karen and turned to Stripes and Poo-Poo. “Can I ask you both a question?”
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They nodded.

“Where did you guys go?”

Stripes looked at Poo-Poo. Poo-Poo looked at Stripes. They both looked at Stick Dog, shrugged their shoulders, and answered together, “Nowhere.”

“Yes!!” Karen exclaimed, and began hopping up and down. “I knew Stick Dog could prove it! I knew he could! You two just went ‘nowhere’!”
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“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Stripes began to complain.

“That’s not right. That’s like word magic or something,” Poo-Poo said, and shook his head. “That’s what it is: word magic.”

Stripes turned to Mutt, hoping that he could help them. She called over, “Mutt, what do you think about all this?”

Mutt lifted his head. The other dogs were too far away to see it, but gray and white threads hung from the corner of his mouth. He seemed to take the question very seriously. He tilted his head a bit to the left as if pondering something that concerned him quite deeply.

“Well, what do you think?” Stripes called again.

“I think,” Mutt said, “that was the best darn sock I’ve ever eaten.”
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Stick Dog smiled and said to them all, “Come on. Let’s go find some nice, cold water.”

Karen followed Stick Dog with light, happy, and energetic steps.

Poo-Poo and Stripes followed as well—glad to end the conversation.

And Mutt came along too. He was eager to find something to help wash down the final threads of that old gray sock.





Chapter 3

POO-POO IS QUITE SPECIAL


Halfway through the forest, Poo-Poo skidded to a halt. He snapped his head left and right, up and down. He sniffed continuously as he jerked his head all around. The other dogs had all slowed and stopped to watch this display.

“What is it, Poo-Poo?” asked Mutt. “Do you smell something?”

“Oh, I smell something, all right,” Poo-Poo declared. He inched closer to a large oak tree. “I just can’t put my paw on it. But it smells familiar.”

“Is it hamburgers?” asked Karen with real hope in her voice.

“Or frankfurters?” asked Stripes.

“Maybe pizza?” Mutt asked.
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Poo-Poo answered all three questions by shaking his head. “Up in the tree,” he whispered as he stepped quietly toward the big oak’s trunk. “Squirrel.”

This is what Stick Dog was afraid of. He knew that Poo-Poo could stalk a squirrel for hours. And it was too hot—way too hot—to be delayed by this.
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Poo-Poo circled the tree a few times, stopped, and peered up through the leaves and branches. He took a couple of short, quick sniffs. “There’s a fuzzy-tailed, acorn-munching chatter-mouth up there, all right,” Poo-Poo whispered. “If I could see him, I’d get him.”

“Can’t you see him, Poo-Poo?” Karen asked.

He shook his head but kept peering up into the top branches.

“Then how do you know there’s a squirrel up there?” asked Stripes.
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“Are you kidding me?!” Poo-Poo exclaimed, taking real offense. “I can smell a barbecue potato chip three miles away. I can smell a smoking grill in the next county. I can distinguish whether a tortilla chip in a garbage can on the other side of Picasso Park is nacho cheese flavor or cool ranch flavor. You think I can’t sniff out a nasty, nutty-breathed tail-shaker?!”
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“Okay, okay,” said Stripes.

Mutt didn’t pay much attention at all. He was twisting his tongue around inside his mouth trying to get the sock strings dislodged from between his teeth.

Sorry. I just need to interrupt the story here for a minute—because this thing that’s happening to Mutt drives me crazy too.

You probably remember from the previous stories that I need to make little comments here and there sometimes. I can’t help myself. And, umm, you’re not going to hassle me about it, right?

Thanks.

Anyway, I can’t stand that feeling of having something stuck in my teeth.

Worst food for getting stuck in your teeth? Celery.

I love celery. It’s crunchy and tastes pretty good for, you know, a vegetable. Dip it in a little peanut butter, and you almost forget that you’re eating something healthy and green.
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But it’s the worst for getting stuck between your teeth. It’s kind of stringy to begin with, and those strands have a special way of getting stubbornly stuck. And here’s the worst part: they’re a little bit slimy because the spit in your mouth combines with the moisture in the celery, and that makes the stringy parts impossible to grab. Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve shoved my whole hand in my mouth trying to get a celery strand out. I grip it real good and then—SLIP!—I can’t get it.
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It’s super annoying.

So I can totally relate to what Mutt’s trying to do here with the strings from that old gray sock. While he did his best to get those strings out, Poo-Poo continued to circle the tree trunk as he stalked the squirrel. Karen and Stripes had found some shade several steps away, where they settled in to observe the whole affair.

“That sneaky, sniveling villain,” Poo-Poo muttered to himself when he stopped once to glare up into the tree for a moment. “If I could just get my paws on him, then I—”

“Poo-Poo?”

It was Stick Dog.

Poo-Poo jerked around for a moment, surprised out of his squirrel-stalking trance. He snapped his head toward Stick Dog and then yanked it back around to stare up into the tree again. “Yes, Stick Dog?”

“I don’t mean to interrupt you here,” Stick Dog began. “And if I’m ruining your concentration or something, just tell me and I’ll stop bothering you.”

“It’s no problem. I can do more than one thing at a time. I can circle the tree while we talk,” Poo-Poo said confidently. He proceeded to pace again. In just a couple of steps
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