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This book is dedicated to Rosette and Teddy, and
Celeste and Fannie, and the listening faces
of Mrs. Melton's fourth-grade class, whose ears
and opinions were immensely helpful,
as was Mrs. Melton.
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Sharron couldn't sleep at night without The Friskative Dog. When she rubbed her fingers along the fur on his shoulders, sparks shone in the darkness of her bedroom, like he made his own little stars.

Now she sat with her spine against her bedroom wall, dog at her side, doing her homework. Her mother's voice rolled along gentle and ripply and gold like water at the curb. She talked on the phone every night in her bedroom. Through the wall, Sharron couldn't hear the words. Just the murmuring, like fingertips tracing the paint at her back.

Fourth-grade math was hard. It was November and the class was doing algebra. X stood for something you had to find out. X factor was the mystery.

Her mother always said, “Look, sweetie, I can't help you with that math. I put the items over the magic window, and the register tells me the numbers. I just take the money and smile. I'm not the one good with math. Your father was.”

Her father was gone. He had disappeared a year ago, but still her mother talked about him at night. Sharron could tell. No laughing or joking. Her mother talked to Aunt Dickie, her sister who had moved to Germany with her husband, who was in the army. Her mother talked to her best friend, Leila, who worked with her at the market. And once a week, on Thursday nights when they were planning what to make for dinner the next night, she talked to Grandma Pat. Daddy's mother.

Those nights, her voice was light and cheerful, and Sharron knew her mother was trying to make Grandma Pat understand that they were fine, they were waiting, they were patient.

“Have patience,” Grandma Pat said every Friday, when she came over for dinner. “They'll find him. He got hit on the head. He doesn't know where he is.”

Grandma Pat's hair was always in a bun, sitting like an unbaked biscuit on her head. Cut out and round and white. Every Friday, at six-ten, she always said the same thing.

She thought he'd gotten into an accident somewhere and he had the memory disease.

“He's got insomnia,” Grandma Pat said. She put down enchilada casserole on the table. The casserole dish had a lid always covered with steam like fog.

Sharron said, “That means he can't sleep at night. You mean amnesia.”

“That's the one,” Grandma Pat said. “When his memory comes back, he'll come back. He'll find his way.” She patted Sharron's mother on the shoulder.

That night, Sharron sat with her back against the wall so she could feel her mother's low voice. When his memory comes back. What if it didn't? People didn't know their way home like dogs did.

People couldn't just walk across the country, like in one of her favorite books, The Incredible Journey. A man couldn't sleep in a field at night, catch a rabbit to eat, hide in a barn, and swim across a river and then walk into his apartment a year later.

Dogs had something inside their brains. A locator. A tracker. At school, Piper said her mother's new car had GPS. A voice that talked to the driver from the dashboard and told her mother where to go. Global Positioning System.

People didn't have anything like that inside them.

She rubbed the softness of her dog's ears. Dogs that accidentally got taken all the way across the state somehow found their way home. They trotted through fields and crossed streams and highways, and they showed up in their own yards dirty and tired, and still their tongues hung out when they saw their people.

They don't have amnesia, because they love their people. Maybe my father does have insomnia, too, Sharron thought. Like me. She lay down on her bed, her back still against the wall. Her mother's voice had stopped. I have insomnia. That's why I need The Friskative Dog.

Her father had bought him, but her mother claimed he'd liked the rabbit better.

Her father used to say, “No, I saw this guy and knew he was the one. Those cute little ears.” Her mother used to smile and shake her head. “You wanted to get the rabbit, but I said this guy was perfect for Sharron for Christmas. She was only five, but she knew all the different kinds of dogs. Remember? Cocker spaniels and dachshunds and Dobermans. I saw this yellow Labrador retriever puppy, and I knew she had to have him. I remember how soft his fur felt.”

Her mother liked to tease Sharron about how she made up her own names for things back when she was three and four. Her mother would say, “I'll never forget one day, out in the yard, we saw a huge bee on the bottlebrush tree, and you said, ‘Look at that bumblebee's antlers!’

“Early in the morning, before the sun was up,” she would say sometimes, even now that Sharron was nine, “you'd hear that rumbling noise and you'd say, ‘Here comes the streetcreeper.’

“And at night, I'd be sitting with you on your bed, and we'd hear a siren, and you'd say, ‘Listen— the ambulamp is coming. Watch for the red light on the wall!’”

And when her father bought her the puppy and he'd danced across the floor, Sharron said, “This doggie is so friskative!”

She remembered saying that word. She didn't need anyone to remind her.

Those were words Grandma Pat used to say about Sharron. “Look at this little girl,” her grandmother would laugh. “Just as frisky and playful as can be. And so talkative.”

Sharron's puppy never barked. He just leapt and moved and scrambled across her bedspread while she held the leash. She kept the leash on him even when they slept. She never wanted him to run away. Every night, back then when she was small, while she lay with her dog under the covers, she had touched his hard, cold eyes to make them warm and soft with her own fingers.
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She had taken him to school once each year. Carried him across the playground of Emily Dickinson Elementary.

In first grade, the teacher, Mrs. G, said they could bring in pets for show-and-tell.

Juan-Carlos brought an iguana in an aquarium. The iguana had green skin and a little fringe that stood up along his neck, like a thin lizard Mohawk. He said his mother hated the iguana. He fed it crickets and lettuce and fruit. The iguana's name was Butch.

Eboni brought a rabbit. The rabbit was black- and-white-spotted, with whiskers that shivered. Her name was Freckles. Eboni said Freckles ate carrots and alfalfa. Freckles stomped her feet when the class crowded around. That meant she was scared.

Piper brought a big dog with reddish gold fur, like a sunset. “My dog's name is Carlotta,” she said proudly. “She's a golden retriever with papers. She cost eight hundred dollars. She eats special food to keep her fur pretty, and I brush her every day.”

She showed the class the special brush and the dog biscuits she gave for a treat. Everyone held out their hands to pet Carlotta.

On Friday, Sharron brought The Friskative Dog. She hadn't said anything to her mother about show- and-tell. She put The Friskative Dog in her backpack but left the top unzipped so he could breathe. When she walked across the playground, his nose poked out and kids ran across the grass, screaming, “That girl's got a dog in there! Look! He's trying to get out!”

The big kids reached behind Sharron to grab The Friskative Dog, and she ran all the way to her classroom.

When they sat on the floor for show-and-tell, Sharron carried him into the center of the circle and held him with his thin purple leash. She had brought his plate. The night before, she had taken a plain white dinner plate from the cupboard when her mother wasn't looking, and she'd painted her dog's initials in purple nail polish.

TFD. She didn't know how to spell his name. They hadn't learned how to write big words yet. She could write The and Dog. But she knew Friskative began with F.

Piper laughed out loud first and pointed at Sharron and her dog. “That's not a real dog!” she shouted. “That's just a stuffed animal.”

“He's a yellow Lab puppy,” Sharron said loudly. “He has papers. He cost a lot of money. My dad bought him for me at Christmas last year. His name is The Friskative Dog because he's always leaping around on my bed.”

She pulled the leash and he leapt into the air. She let him land gently on the carpet.

“He's not even a Beanie Baby,” Piper said.

“He's the size of a dog,” Sharron said. “Beanie Babies are little.”

“He's not a real dog,” Juan-Carlos said.

“He sleeps with me every night.”

Mrs. G said, “Let's write down Sharron's dog's name on the blackboard next to the names of our other pets this week.”

“The Friskative Dog,” Sharron said again.

Mrs. G didn't even have to ask how to spell it. She wrote in careful perfect letters. K. There was a K. And a V.

“That's not even a word,” Piper said, her mouth mean and downturned like a crescent roll.

Sharron said, “Yes, it is. You just haven't learned it yet.”

Eboni raised her hand, the way the children were supposed to when they sat in a circle.

“Yes, Eboni?” Mrs. G said.

“What does your dog eat?” Eboni asked. That was what they always asked about pets.

Sharron smiled at Eboni. Eboni smiled back. “My dog eats exactly what I eat.”

“My mom says it's not good for dogs to eat people food,” Piper whispered loudly.

“My mom says whatever's good enough for me is good enough for The Friskative Dog,” Sharron said. She petted his ears. They were soft and warm from her arms. “He eats Lucky Charms in the morning. Seven. And he eats peanut butter crackers while I'm gone to school. One. And at dinner, he eats whatever we eat. Hot dogs. Bacon. Sometimes rice.”

“We eat mangoes,” Juan-Carlos said. “Sometimes I give a piece to Butch.”

“Where does he poop, then?” Piper shouted.

“I didn't see you raise your hand,” Mrs. G said, folding her arms, and Piper stuck her hand up in the air. She had on three rings.

Sharron said, “My mom says that's why he's the best dog in the world, because she doesn't have to clean up after him. He sleeps in my bed every night.”

“Dogs are supposed to sleep in doghouses,” Piper said.

“Iguanas don't sleep at night. They walk around,” Juan-Carlos said.

“What does your dog like to eat best?” Eboni said.

“He likes to eat love.”

“Love!” they all said.

“I kiss him on his mouth and he calls it love.” Sharron felt her dog's paws move on her arm. Everyone in the circle stared at her. Now she was finished. The other kids had parents who came and took their pets home. Sharron carried her dog to her cubbyhole and let him sit facing out, so he could watch her while she sat back at her desk.

In second grade, Mrs. R read the class a book called The Velveteen Rabbit.

The rabbit was a stuffed toy, but the little boy who owned him loved him so much that The Velveteen Rabbit turned real. Real meant love. Sharron stared at the pictures again and again. The little rabbit sat in the grass with the other rabbits. Real rabbits. The Velveteen Rabbit had stitches on its back. But when the little boy was very sick, and the rabbit was taken outside to be thrown away, he turned real.

In second grade, there was no show-and-tell. Everyone waited until their Day as a Star.

Each student got to be Star. You made a poster about your life and your house and your parents and your pets. You brought your parents if
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