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			Chapter 1

			Whickery Gone

			May: Six Weeks Old

			The butt end. The butt end was the last thing she would see of her beautiful, spirited Whickery. Why did that somehow feel like payback?

			Krissy leaned against the dirty white post-and-rail fence, her thin arms resting on the top rail as Whickery’s thick chestnut tail cleared the back of the horse trailer. Two dust-covered stable hands dressed in the usual cowboy hats and boots closed the trailer’s door, locking away the mare and all the dreams she represented. One of the men slapped an open palm against the closed door—as if that somehow tested its integrity—and the two climbed into the cab of their battered baby-blue pickup. The engine sputtered to life, and the truck with its attached one-horse trailer crunched a dirge across the gravel drive as it pulled Whickery away from the stables.

			Krissy’s eyes burned. She blinked hard, refusing tears. No way would she show weakness in front of Mom. Besides, tears would be a distortion of the truth. She wouldn’t be crying because Whickery had been sold. If tears came, they would come because deep inside—where even she didn’t like to snoop around much—she was glad. And that felt very, very wrong.

			The trailer turned west onto the highway and disappeared. And with that, Whickery was gone. There would be no more trips to the decaying stables at the edge of the suburbs. No more acting as if she enjoyed riding round and round the sandy, boring, and way-too-small horse arena. No more hot days grooming an animal weighing a thousand pounds. 

			No more pretending she wasn’t afraid of her own horse.

			Mom put her arm over Krissy’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, honey. I know this is hard.” Krissy pushed off the fence and stomped toward the car. Keys rattled as Mom hoisted her purse and followed.

			After sliding into the passenger seat of the silver Avalon, Krissy slammed the door shut. Mom would figure her anger was prompted by grief over losing Whickery. That was okay. That made sense. But the truth? The truth festered in fear caused by her own abnormal and inescapable body.

			Posture stiff, Mom lowered herself into the car and after starting it, drove away from the stables—for the last time. Krissy didn’t look back. She knew what the rows of stalls with their peeling white paint and beautiful equine occupants looked like. It had seemed like a princess’s castle when her parents took her there for the first time to meet her new horse. A year later, the stables had lost their royal luster. Now, she saw it for what it truly was—two rows of deteriorating horse stalls with a miniscule outdoor arena. She was glad to see the last of it.

			After a couple minutes driving southeast on the Northwest Expressway, the suburbs of Oklahoma City began to crowd the scenery. Soon, they passed strip malls with familiar storefronts: Kohl’s, Walmart, PetSmart, Target. These big-box stores were packed cheek to jowl beside multiple car dealerships, their latest models sparkling in the early summer sun.

			Mom broke the tense silence. “We didn’t want to do this. If I had my way, you’d still have her, but your dad and I agree with your doctor. If you fell off Whickery the wrong way, you could damage your new kidney. Then where would we be?”

			Krissy stared out the passenger window, teeth clenched against suppressed anger—and guilt.

			“I know owning a horse was your dream since you first rode Molly. How old were you?” 

			Krissy said nothing, wanting to forget the whole owning-a-horse thing had ever happened. 

			Mom answered for her. “Six, I think. I’m so very sorry this had to happen, but there’s no other option.”

			It was a rare show of sympathy from Mom, but Krissy refused to respond. Sympathy from others had annoyed her more than anything else all through her dialysis treatments and subsequent kidney transplant. Why that enraged her so much, she couldn’t say, but call her brave or a trooper, and she’d be gone—if not physically, then at least emotionally.

			She fiddled with her seat belt, trying to get it to lie without pressure over her lower abdomen and the pink scar from her transplant surgery hidden beneath her shorts. As the car turned onto Rockwell Avenue, the old Warr Acres Cemetery appeared out of nowhere. Messing with her seat belt, Krissy almost missed it. She gasped a shallow, hasty breath just before reaching the first corner of the graveyard. 

			Her eyes widened as the car in front of them slowed for no apparent reason. An irrational dread gripped her; she hadn’t inhaled enough air to make it to the cemetery entrance at this speed. Moments later her lungs began to burn. She fought against the desire to push on the Avalon’s dash in a useless attempt to make the traffic move faster so the car could reach the cemetery’s entrance. Only then could she release the small gulp of air and take a deep, refreshing breath. 

			Krissy’s face was hot and her cheeks puffed out as they finally crept by the gates. Gasping as if surfacing from a dive, she filled her lungs with the car’s chilled air. Judging the distance to the end of the cemetery, she did a quick accounting of the car’s speed and her oxygen inventory and determined that this time she could make it on one breath.

			Years ago, her father had taught her this game. “Everyone, take a deep breath,” he’d say as they approached a graveyard in the family car. Krissy and her older brother, Peter, would gasp in air. The rules were firm: you held your breath until you passed the cemetery, with one exception—you could breathe at any entrance. This entrance rule meant it was usually a breeze to make it past most graveyards, unless you forgot and didn’t get a lungful of air before you reached its border. The consequences of the game were, however, harsh. If you breathed anywhere alongside a cemetery other than the entrances, you’d be the next person buried there.

			It was a pretty gruesome game to play with little kids, and at fourteen she should be too old for such superstition. Yet, with her history, what if? If a person could cheat death, shouldn’t they try? Determined, she held her breath to the border of the cemetery where Mom, used to the game and ignoring Krissy’s gasps, changed lanes and passed the loitering car that had caused all the breathing drama in the first place. Exhaling, Krissy left the dead behind.

			The uncomfortable silence with Mom, who’d surrendered to Krissy’s lack of communication, continued until the car rolled into the driveway of their home, a two-story red-brick colonial. The garage door opener began its grinding work, and the summer sun disappeared as the comparative dark of their clean multi-car garage swallowed the Avalon.

			Krissy closed the car door and sulked into the house, making a beeline for the fridge. The kitchen’s cheery yellow-and-cranberry wallpaper clashed brutally with her vicious mood. Peter sat at the granite-topped kitchen table, wrapping overgrip tape around the handle of his tennis racket. He glanced up at Mom, who walked in behind Krissy, and their brief visual exchange must have tipped him off because he went straight back to work without saying a word. This nonverbal communication heightened Krissy’s temper as she yanked a Diet Coke from the fridge and turned her back on her family and the irksome kitchen. She marched through the dining room, wheeled toward the staircase, and climbed to the bedrooms above.  

			After reaching her room, she slammed her door, creating a loud, satisfying crack. The Diet Coke whispered its familiar hiss as she opened it, and, leaning against the door, she looked around.

			Hers was the smallest room in the house. Decorated in a puerile purple she’d chosen as a seven-year-old, it felt dated and held many of the usual trappings of a kid—a dresser, a nightstand, a bed that was made up only because it was a requirement for her weekly allowance, and a desk crowned with an old computer. In the corner stood a painted bookshelf filled not with books, but with her Breyer model horse collection. The glossy plastic representations of equine perfection were frozen in various poses. She’d spent hours as a child playing with those miniature toy horses, dreaming of the intense and special bond she might someday develop with a real horse. 

			She’d been so naive—even stupid. Because of those delusions, Whickery had been sold. A living, breathing animal had been in her care, and she’d failed her.

			Krissy pulled her eyes away from the Breyer collection and tried to avoid glancing at the multiple horse posters tacked over the purple-striped wallpaper. After placing the bottle of Diet Coke on the nightstand, she threw herself on her bed and rolled to give her back to the bedroom horses.  

			In this position, she faced the small corner devoted to her other passion. Well, her only passion, now that horses weren’t her thing. She propped her head on her elbow and examined the magazine and computer-printed photos of collies and shelties. The collies stood tall and regal with their long flowing coats, but the shelties ran, flying over white jumps and weaving through white poles. 

			Horses and dogs. It had always been horses and dogs.

			Unable to look anywhere in her room where one or the other wasn’t staring accusations at her, she lay back on her pillow and shut her eyes. Whickery appeared in her mind, the trailer’s door locking her away. Krissy opened her eyes, banishing the image. She closed her eyes once more, fighting to recall a happier memory. For a moment, she relaxed as she daydreamed about the pond near Grandma’s house on a warm summer’s day. 

			Suddenly, the pond was gone, and Whickery’s left front hoof weighed heavily in her right hand, while her left held a metal hoof pick. In agonizing slow motion, the sharp pick carved through the accumulated debris pressed into the hoof. It crunched as it ground its way, and she smelled the sour manure, mud, and keratin released from the hoof’s crevice. Her mind screamed in horror as the pick hung up on a small piece of gravel and slipped. It plowed into her right wrist, half an inch below the artery just beneath her skin that had been surgically lifted for dialysis.

			Krissy’s eyes snapped open, her stomach lurching. Although safe in her bed, she clutched her right wrist with her left hand. With her left palm, she could feel the buzzing rhythm of the right wrist’s artery racing. She hadn’t realized she’d been breathing hard until that comforting beat, which proved all was well with the vein, calmed her, and her panting breaths slowed.

			That day in the barn seven months ago had been petrifying. The surgically raised artery in her wrist was called a fistula. Before her transplant, nurses had inserted needles into the large veins created by the fistula to pull her blood into a dialysis machine, which filtered toxins from her blood, taking the place of her failed kidneys. Injure the fistula badly enough, and she could have ruptured the artery and bled to death. Even a lesser injury could have prevented her from being hooked to the dialysis machine, meaning more procedures, more needles, and more pain. A lot more pain.

			After the pick had slipped, she’d dropped Whickery’s hoof and pressed her right wrist against her ear to listen for the healthy whooshing sound of the blood in the fistula. Except for the cold wind whipping through the barn’s corridor, silence reigned.

			Leaving Whickery tied, she’d frantically run to the tack room, closed the door to block the wind’s obscuring howl, and raised her wrist to her ear to try to hear again. Unaccustomed tears sprang to her eyes, and panic raised bile to her throat. For several seconds, there was no sound. Shifting her wrist back and forth by her ear, she tried to find the vital whoosh. Then, a faint, rhythmic rushing sound vibrated in the hush. At that point, adrenaline had sent her heartbeat racing, making the whoosh, whoosh, whoosh gallop. She’d inhaled deep breaths, trying to control both her heartrate and her tears. 

			For ten minutes, she’d sat alone in the dark tack room, left hand on her wrist, making sure the steady vibration remained and examining the fistula’s scar for any signs of bruising or injury.

			She’d survived, but the whole thing had rocked her. And the truth she’d been denying began to scream. She was afraid. Afraid of Whickery’s size, of her hooves, of being crushed, of hurting herself, of losing her fistula, of more pain. More hospitals. More dialysis. 

			Now, as she lay in the bed holding her wrist in memory, a shiver ran along her spine. 

			Her tongue stuck to the roof of her tacky mouth. She reached for the pop and took a few gulps. Rolling to her right side, Krissy placed her wrist under the pillow and listened to the soothing whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. Eyes closed to the room filled with horses and dogs, her heartbeat relaxed, and the Diet Coke leaned precariously in the loosened grip of her left hand. Minutes later, she slept.

			She dreamed of maddened horses being herded by snarling shelties.

			Chapter 2

			Lonely Hearts

			June: Nine Weeks Old

			A bright yellow tennis ball blurred toward Krissy’s head. She staggered to the left and swung at the neon missile. Her racket gave a muffled thud as she connected, and the ball wobbled across the net for a tepid bounce on the other side of the court. Krissy’s best friend, Violet, sprinted to intercept the languid arc of the ball. With a feminine grunt, she smacked it back into Krissy’s side of the court. 

			Angling toward the far corner, it landed inbounds. Krissy’s brain yelled for her to run, but her body responded with two tottering half-hops. Both hands gripped the racket as she swatted with wild hope at the passing ball, but she missed by a foot. Her eyes narrowed at the fleeing ball, and she pursed her lips. She hated the way her body betrayed her. 

			“Sorry!” Violet yelled, a heavy Central-Oklahoman drawl shading her words. “I didn’t mean for that to go in the corner.”

			Sympathy. Krissy’s fingernails bit into her racket’s handle. She tried to keep anger out of her voice, but it sounded sharp regardless. “Hey. No. It’s how the game is played. Don’t make it easier for me.”

			With a slight frown, Violet pushed a few strands of damp hair away from her creased forehead, and she turned towards a lanky German shepherd lounging under the shade of the half-wall running along the west side of the court. “Heidi, fetch.” Violet pointed at the now-motionless ball nestled in a pile of leaves by the fence line. The dog stood and loped across the court with graceful strides. Like any good ball girl, she picked up the yellow ball and returned it, along with a bit of slobber, to Violet. 

			Dribbling the ball a few times, Violet tested its ability to bounce after the wet retrieve before lifting her racket to prepare for her next serve.

			“Wait. That was the win,” Krissy called. “It was forty-fifteen. You took that point and the game.”

			“Good. I need a break.” Violet’s arms went limp, and she trudged to join Heidi, who’d returned to rest in the shade offered by the half-wall. Krissy walked to her gym bag and grabbed her water bottle before plopping down next to the dog. Guzzling cool water, she watched the air distortions caused by waves of heat shimmering off the concrete court.

			“I’m finished.” Violet leaned her head against the wall. “It’s too hot.”

			They’d played only three games, but Krissy’s legs were leaden, and sweat rolled down her spine. Even ball girl Heidi lay panting, looking with disinterest at something rustling in a tree on the far side of the court.

			Violet’s arm rested like a wet noodle across the big dog’s back. While her brother’s name was listed as owner on the one-year-old German shepherd’s registration papers, the dog’s heart belonged to Violet. Heidi was the girl’s constant companion, and together they made a stunning pair. Violet’s flawless fair skin and shoulder-length honey-blond hair created a beautiful contrast to the shepherd’s black and dark brown tones. 

			A quick stab of jealousy twisted Krissy’s stomach, and she forced it down. After letting Whickery go, she’d lost her right to have a human/animal bond like Violet and Heidi shared. Plus, Violet had been her best friend since first grade and had stuck with her all throughout Krissy’s illness. If anyone deserved a dog’s loyalty, it was equally loyal Violet.

			“Yeah. I’m beginning to think this wasn’t such a hot idea.” Krissy grinned at her unintended pun. “It must be ninety-five degrees out here. We should head home.”

			In spite of her own suggestion, Krissy didn’t move. Home lay a half-mile away—an interminable distance to walk in this heat. She was wiping sweat from her face with the sleeve of her T-shirt when Violet sat upright, staring in the direction of the parking lot next to the lone tennis court.

			“I think that’s Peter’s car.” She grabbed her gear and rose off the ground and into the sun. Sweat stung Krissy’s eyes, causing her to squint at the familiar bright red Mustang pulling into a tree-shaded parking space. Her sixteen-year-old brother had gotten his license almost a year ago, and a few months later, his ‘Tang. The car was his prized possession, and—in his own vernacular—he treated it “like a high-class woman,” as if he knew anything about high-class women.

			Before Krissy could gather her stuff, Violet had clipped on Heidi’s leash and headed toward the lot, a newfound vigor in her stride. Krissy slogged behind. As usual, Grove Park—called Beer Can Alley by the local kids—was deserted. A small pocket park with a playground, a tennis court, and a tree-covered, sticker-infested hill, few people knew of its existence hidden in the middle of a subdivision, making the court a good place to play tennis in private. Krissy liked tennis but hated it when people could see her play. 

			The Mustang’s engine purred as the girls approached, and the tinted front window lowered to reveal Krissy’s brother sitting in the driver’s seat, his tanned left arm resting on the steering wheel. With a shy smile, Violet took a step toward the car to peer inside. All of Krissy’s friends thought Peter was movie-star handsome. Some girls at school had nicknamed him “Superman,” because they thought he resembled the superhero with his thick dark-brown hair, angular face, and strong chin. She’d even had two or three girls befriend her with the singular intention of getting closer to him, but since friends were a rare commodity, she didn’t care how she acquired them, and riding her brother’s popularity coattails worked as well as any other method.

			“Hey, Violet,” said a smooth male voice from farther in the car. “Do y’all have the court?” Lowering her head a tad, Krissy could see Evan smirking within the car’s dark, cool interior. Violet’s shy smile turned to a grin.

			Another good-looking sixteen-year-old, Evan was Peter’s best friend. As he bent forward to see past Peter, the torrent of air from the car’s AC vents mussed his long blond hair, giving him an alluring boyish quality. Drawn in by his charm, Krissy edged closer. As she did, she caught her reflection in the closed tinted rear window and breathed an inaudible gasp. She turned her head and took a hasty step to the side, making her image disappear. 

			Violet shifted her weight to one leg and leaned closer. “We’re done,” she said, looking past Peter to Evan. Her grin never faded, and her accent thickened. “It’s really hot. We’re thinking of heading home.” As she said this, she reached in and maneuvered the driver’s louvered vent to blow cool air on her face.

			“It’s not that hot,” Evan said, exiting the car. “You two should stay, so we can play doubles. Peter and Lil’ Sis against you and me.”

			Krissy’s eyes went wide. No way could she play in front of Evan. Ever. She’d die of embarrassment.

			“I’m not playing doubles with Krissy. That wouldn’t even be fair.” Peter shut off the engine. “I need serious singles practice for tryouts.”

			The car’s air no longer blowing, Violet straightened as Evan sauntered over to lean on the car near Krissy. “You’d have the opportunity to protect a full doubles court with her as a partner. It’d be much harder than singles play.” His tone changed to baby talk. “And how could you not want to play with Lil’ Baby Sis?” His hand darted toward Krissy’s face, and he pinched her round cheek.

			“Ow. Quit that.” She slapped his hand away and rubbed her cheek, which burned with humiliation.

			Evan dug in his shorts pocket and pulled out a cigarette and lighter. With a mocking grin, he continued the baby talk. “Oochie, koochie. Your cheeks are so round and babyish lately. I just want to pinch them.”

			“Leave her alone.” Peter opened the door, causing Violet to take a few steps back. “And I’m not playing doubles.”

			Evan lit the cigarette, took a deep drag, and exhaled an immature smoke stream. Eyeing Violet, he said, “Stay and watch us play.”

			Her grin widened. “That’d be fun, but I think we’ll head home. Heidi’s getting hot.” Her soft, shy voice held something Krissy struggled to interpret. A tantalizing coyness, perhaps? Since her kidneys had failed, Krissy had most definitely lost a step or twenty when it came to guys. She’d been so focused on staying alive, she hadn’t noticed her friends had moved beyond the “eww-it’s-a-boy” stage to this just-shy-of-seductive flirtation.  

			Evan glanced at the German shepherd, then snorted and reached toward Krissy’s face again. She ducked the pinch and backed away, scowling. “Leave me alone!”

			“I’m just teasing.” He winked at Violet.

			“Knock it off, Evan,” Peter said, opening the car’s trunk to grab his racket.

			“I hope y’all make the tennis team.” Violet still spoke in that soft tone seeded with a tinge of—something. She joined Krissy, who’d retreated from Evan’s menacing fingers. “It’s real hot out, though. Don’t overheat.”

			“Too late for that.” Evan’s eyebrows lifted to emphasize his smarmy joke.

			Scrunching her face like she’d smelled something rotten, Krissy turned and walked across the asphalt, headed toward home. She’d received her kidney four months earlier, and the transplant meds had changed her face from thin to round. The new fullness made her cheeks look pudgy, although the rest of her was skinny. Evan was right. She did look like a baby.

			Pushing her sweaty dishwater-blond hair away from her face, she frowned and glanced back at him. He leaned against the Mustang, staring at Violet, half of his mouth turned up in a bad-boy sneer—like a Nordic Elvis.

			* * *

			Fifteen minutes later, Violet and Krissy inched along Thirty-fifth Street, passing an endless succession of 1960s-era ranch-style homes fronted by matching Bermuda grass yards and the occasional tree or flower bed. The summer sun beat on their shoulders and reflected off the light gray road.

			“How are you doing after having to sell Whickery and all? I’m so bummed about that.” Tucking her racket under one arm, Violet tipped some water from her bottle into her cupped palm and rubbed it on her bare arms. “She was such a cool horse. I’m gonna miss riding her.”

			“It’s no biggie. I’m doing fine. I’m adjusting.” This was true in one way, and not in another. When would the guilty ache over rehoming Whickery go away? 

			A comfortable silence fell, grown out of years of friendship. 

			The water bottle dangling from Krissy’s fingertips swung with each step. A few swallows remained, but it’d be lukewarm, if not hot, at this point. Even so, water of any temperature would offer a bit of relief from the heat. She contemplated which would bring more comfort—drinking it or having it evaporate on her sweat-slicked skin. She glanced back. Poor Heidi’s tongue lolled out of her mouth as she trailed behind, claws scraping the concrete with each dragging step. Good thing they’d turned the corner for home.

			“You should get a dog.” Violet broke the quiet.

			Krissy cocked her head. “That came out of the blue. Why?”

			“Ruffis is a great dog, but your parents got him before you were born. He’s too old to go on walks like this with us anymore. Plus, he’s not all yours. Since you lost Whickery, you should get one of those little collies you have on your wall. What are they called?”

			“Shelties. Shetland sheepdogs. But I don’t think I should be jumping from one animal to another. The horse thing wasn’t so successful in the end.” Krissy rubbed the back of her sweaty neck as guilt gripped her gut once more. Even Violet didn’t know of her secret relief over the sale of her horse. Krissy hoped Whickery was comfortable in her new home. 

			Another silence fell between them, amplifying the sound of Heidi’s scuffing nails. Krissy did love shelties. They were “drivey,” medium-sized herding dogs with energy to spare. Beautiful with their long patrician noses, almond-shaped eyes, tipped furry ears, and long coats, they resembled rough collies in miniature, although they were their own breed. 

			“You could train it to do that obstacle course thing. You know, the one where the dogs run with their owners and go over jumps, through tubes, and on those ramps?”

			“Agility?” Krissy asked. “Yeah, maybe. You’ve got to be an athlete to do that, though.”

			While researching the breed, Krissy had come across videos of shelties competing in agility, and she’d shown a few to Violet. Shelties, with their innate speed and intelligence, excelled at the demanding sport. When her dreams of competing in horse events had disintegrated, she had instead imagined running a sheltie on an agility course. But each time she thought of it, her stomach soured. It was the same kind of dream she’d envisioned with a horse—and look where that had gotten her. She couldn’t let herself fall into that trap again. 

			“True that,” Violet agreed. “But you could bring the pup on walks like we do with Heidi. We could go hiking and stuff.” Her expression turned mischievous as she added, “Now’s the time to do it. Your parents are all sad you had to sell Whickery, so they’ll probably be much more willing to get you a dog to replace her. If you wait, you know they’ll start getting firm on the no-dog-but-Ruffis thing again.”

			“You may be right.” 

			Krissy stared into the middle distance. She’d bombed as a horse owner. Could she do better with a dog? What if she failed again? Yet, this might be her only chance to get her own puppy. Her only chance to try agility. Could someone like her even do agility? 

			She frowned at Heidi. “I’ll think about it,” she said.  

			* * *

			He circled the blue roller, crouched, sniffed. It didn’t move. The smell of the lady wafted from it, but mixed with her odor, he detected animal. A low, fierce growl rumbled in his chest. His muscles bunched in anticipation. It remained motionless—frozen in fear. But for how long? 

			Concerned his opportunity for victory might be slipping away, he bellowed his savage war cry and attacked, surging forward in a rush of violence and fury. His jaws closed on it, and it squeaked in terror. Its death wail drew the attention of his fellow warriors, who came near, sensing the kill. One of them, his gray-furred sister, mistook him for the enemy in her dash to join the battle and bit him on the ear. He yelped in pain, causing him to drop the tiny ball-enemy, and he spun to pounce on his gray sister. The blue ball rolled on the floor of the puppy exercise pen, forgotten.

			Gray Sister fled, running around the edges of the wire, tripping over scattered toys and Shy Sister. His eyes locked on her gray-and-white tail, and, mouth wide, he lunged to seize the waggling appendage. Just as he reached the spot where the tail had been, two hands lifted Gray Sister to freedom, and his jaws snapped air.

			Halting, he gazed up. The lady had pulled Gray Sister from the pen as two humans—a male and a female—entered the room. He’d never seen them before, but that didn’t matter. He’d seen this scenario. He yipped, calling to Gray Sister. The female human took her from the hands of the lady, and, holding Sister at arm’s length, sang high-pitched noises at her. Sister wagged her unbloodied tail in response. 

			This was bad. Very bad. He yipped again.

			The male human heard him and came over. Brows furrowed, the man stared at him and Shy Sister, the only two left in the wire enclosure. Shy Sister took several steps back, tail down. The human reached in and plucked her up, too. 

			No! Not both. His yip turned into a short howl. No one, not even his siblings, seemed to hear.

			Moments passed while the humans babbled in singsong voices at his sisters, and the word puppy was said over and over. He knew that word. When the lady said it, he and his brother and sisters had always come running. It usually meant food, play, toys, pets, or other good things, but this time, the word scared him. 

			It was happening again. His sister with the funny-colored eyes had been picked up by strange humans and taken away. His brown brother had been stolen by strange humans, too. Now, two more strangers held his remaining siblings, and fear clawed at his heart. What if they took both of his sisters? What if he was left alone?

			He nosed the air, hoping to catch the reassuring scent of his mother. A whiff of her odor touched his nostrils, but it was faint and old. She wasn’t nearby to comfort him with her warm body and creamy milk. He yipped.

			The male set Shy Sister back in the enclosure. She appeared unharmed. He marched to the edge of the pen and glared up at the human who’d taken Shy Sister. The man knelt by the pen, pointed a finger at him, said something, and frowned. The female human holding Gray Sister glanced his way, wrinkled her nose, and shook her head. Her gaze returned to Gray Sister, and the woman smiled.

			That settled it. Gray Sister would never return to the puppy pen. 

			Soon, the strangers rose, and, carrying Sister, left the room. He cried and yipped as she went, but no one noticed. Shy Sister slunk up and sat next to him, head bowed.

			It was just them now. None of the thieving strangers had ever picked him up and made singsong noises at him. Shy Sister, though—she’d been sung to several times. What if more strangers came, sang, and took her away, too? 

			The thought made his chest hurt, and he wailed.

			Chapter 3

			Road Trip

			July: Twelve Weeks Old

			Soft classical music from the car radio played in Krissy’s one ear while a large raucous crowd cheered in her other. In the backseat gripping Mom’s phone, Krissy watched a video of a man and his dog celebrating the end of their run at the Agility World Championships. She glanced up from the screen to see trees whizzing by as their car headed south on Interstate 35. About thirty minutes before, they’d driven through the Arbuckle Mountains, so they had to be nearing Ardmore and Lake Murray.

			She pulled out the earplug. “How much longer?” she asked yet again.

			Dad’s voice remained steady. “We’re almost to the exit.”

			After returning the plug to her ear, Krissy searched for another agility video.

			It’d taken her a few weeks to muster the courage to ask her parents about getting a puppy, not because she was afraid they’d say no, but because she wasn’t sure she deserved another animal. As Violet had predicted, her parents had agreed to a sheltie puppy, most likely from the guilt they felt over having to sell Whickery. 

			After that, she’d given her whole heart to the quest to find the right sheltie. Websites, articles, blogs, forums, social media—she’d researched them all. She’d learned how to find a reputable breeder, what to look for in a sheltie, and what to look for in a performance pup, and she’d discovered a breeder with a performance sheltie for sale right here in Oklahoma.

			But now, in excitement and dread, she tapped her foot in a staccato rhythm on the car’s floor.

			The video of the agility competition she’d just watched should have been enough of a warning. The handlers were so fast. They’d dart to a jump, slide, bend over, and throw their arms out to cue the dog. Then they’d spin and tear off at breakneck speed in the opposite direction. They were incredible athletes.  

			She was not. Her battle with kidney disease and the complications of dialysis had left her young body broken. While she could do a weird sort of trotty thing, she could no longer run full-out. Her bones just refused to move when her brain said to go. 

			Yet, here she was, once again, dreaming. Dreaming and wanting something beyond her physical and emotional abilities, asking her parents to support her even though she doubted herself. She’d talked her parents into getting Whickery and wound up terrified of the big animal. While a little sheltie wouldn’t hurt her, could she train and handle it? What if she got a beautiful agility puppy and ruined it with poor training, or worse, become so afraid of failure that she did nothing, leaving the pup to waste its potential by sleeping its days away on the living room floor? She wasn’t athletic enough for the sport of dog agility. It was insane for her to get a puppy bred for performance aspirations. She was going to let another animal down, not to mention her parents, her friends. 

			Herself.

			Krissy tossed the phone aside, letting it bounce on the backseat.

			In the front seat, Mom closed the book she’d been reading. “Well this is exciting. We’re getting a new family member!”  

			Krissy’s parents were in their early forties. Mom, thin and always dressed like she was headed to a society ladies’ luncheon, had gone gray young but was now light brown with red highlights. Dad, on the other hand, was proof that opposites attract. Although lanky—almost scrawny, really—as a young man, age had caught up with him. A paunch hung past his belt, and his light-brown hair had somewhat receded. He cared nothing about his appearance, and on weekends came downstairs with such eye-poppingly mismatched clothes that Mom would order him straight back upstairs to change. During the week, she laid his suits out for him, afraid to leave him to his own fashion choices. “A doctor should look like a doctor, not a circus clown,” she’d say. 

			“What’s the breeder’s first name again?” Mom asked.

			“Linda,” Dad answered as Krissy opened her mouth to reply. “We were lucky to find this little fella. She’s been holding him back as a performance prospect, hoping someone wanting to compete in dog sports would find him. She said she was about to sell him as a regular pet because she couldn’t find the right performance home for him.”

			“I hope he’s pretty,” Mom said, “and doesn’t pee in the house.”

			Of course, all pups peed in the house before they were properly trained, but Krissy didn’t say this. No one was more house-proud than Mom, and if Krissy pointed out the obvious, this puppy trip might end puppyless.  

			Dad’s Ford Edge exited the interstate and turned east toward Lake Murray and the community of homes surrounding it.

			He navigated the tree-lined road, heading farther east and a bit north until they turned onto a longish drive leading to a modest two-level Cape Cod in need of a fresh coat of paint. The lake lay to the east through the trees, but it held no interest for Krissy. She was captivated by the occupants of the large fenced yard bordering the drive. There, more shelties than she could count barked and ran along the fence parallel to the car as it rolled to a stop in front of the house. 

			As she got out, she searched for a young pup among the loud pack, but there were only adults. Flashes of sable, black, tan, blue, and white blurred as the dogs cavorted and barked with a mixture of excitement and alarm.

			“You must be the Johnsons!” A voice behind them yelled to be heard over the barking shelties. 

			Krissy turned. A tall bosomy woman in her fifties with short toffee-brown hair held the home’s front door open in greeting. “Ignore them. They love to welcome everyone. I’m Linda, owner of Lynndeson Shelties. The pup you’re interested in is inside. Those are several of his aunts, uncles, cousins, in-laws, and out-laws.” She smiled and waved for them to enter.

			They huddled in the home’s cramped entryway before Linda ushered them into the larger open-concept kitchen and living room. An empty puppy play pen sat forlornly in one corner. Tan ceramic tile covered all the visible floors, including the adjoining den and a hall leading to the bedrooms. Good choice. Carpet would be a disaster with teeny, piddling puppies running around. The place didn’t have that old pet-pee stink, either, which was a positive sign.

			Linda motioned for them to sit on a well-used brown suede sofa as she went into the den. A rattle of what must have been the door to a metal wire dog crate caused Krissy’s heart to pound, and butterflies beat a discordant rhythm in her stomach. She might be about to meet her new puppy—a fluffy, beautiful, fifteen-year commitment of love. She reviewed her recent research in her mind. When looking for a potential performance prospect, you wanted an active, fearless pup. The pup should be eager to seek out new people and places, playful, and bold.

			Bold. That summed it up.

			Krissy held her breath as a tiny brown puppy walked through the doorway into the living area. Her pounding heart jumped into her throat and promptly turned to stone before plummeting to her belly.

			There, blinking watery, unfocused eyes, stood the ugliest sheltie puppy ever. 

			“Here he is.” Linda followed the pup into the room, a proud smile on her round face. “Feel free to get on the floor, play with him, pet him. I’m here to answer any questions you may have.”

			Krissy slipped off the sofa and sat cross-legged on the hard tile. She was numb. And she wasn’t the only Johnson who was surprised.

			“Is this a sheltie?” Mom asked.

			Linda’s tone changed from cheery to politely defensive. “Yes. His mom and dad are here on site. I told your husband you could meet them today.”

			“He’s just so…petite.” Mom hesitated. “And he seems maybe a bit less furry than the picture I saw of him.”

			“This is the exact same dog in the photo I sent,” Linda said. “He’s a small sheltie puppy, which is often quite valued by agility competitors, and he’s in excellent health, a beautiful boy.”

			Krissy clapped her hands and called to the pup in a high-pitched voice. He hadn’t moved since entering the room and glanced from person to person, perhaps confused over the escalating, sharp discussion. Drawn to the higher, playful voice, he wobbled over to her, and she scooped him onto her lap.

			No doubt, he looked little like the sheltie pups in the pictures she’d seen online. Her research had uncovered breeder websites with photo after photo of adorable, fluffy sheltie puppies. And if she closed one eye and squinted, there might be a resemblance between the photo the breeder had sent and this pup, but it was hard to reckon that image with the dog sitting motionless in her lap.

			“He just woke from a nap, so he’s a bit sleepy,” Linda said. “Most of the time, he’s tearing around here with the other shelties.”

			The pup was homely. His thin coat was a dull, tannish, splotchy brown. His bloated belly made him look obese, yet stick-thin legs poked out from his round body. He sort of resembled a long-nosed, tiny spotted pig on stilts. His ears tipped at their ends as a sheltie’s should, but they lacked the surrounding

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					One never missed dinner without permission.

					The whole family ate together. 

					No electronic devices or books were allowed at the table. Only eating, talking, and family time.

					Manners mattered. No elbows on the table. “Pleases,” “May I’s,” and “Thank you’s” were required. No talking with one’s mouth full. Forks, spoons, knives, and napkins were to be used formally and arranged in their proper places.

					Every meal included a meat, vegetable, starch, and salad.

					One ate what was served. No matter the meal, each family member had to swallow at least a few bites. 
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