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CHAPTER 1

SPRING HAS SPRUNG

When it was chilly, Mutt, Karen, Poo-Poo, and Stripes usually spent the night in Stick Dog’s pipe. All five dogs would huddle close together, using their body heat to keep each other warm during cold, dark nights.

Last night was a cold, dark night.

But as Stick Dog opened his eyes and looked out his pipe, he thought maybe—just maybe—the day would bring some warmth. The morning sunshine looked strong and bright. He pushed himself up without disturbing his sleeping friends.

Stick Dog always got up first.

He looked at the others. Stripes, Karen, and Poo-Poo were all pressed against Mutt in some way. Mutt’s fur was the thickest and shaggiest by far. It made him the warmest.
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Stick Dog made his way to the end of his pipe and looked out at the little clearing there before the woods started. He closed his eyes and held his face up to the sun, taking in the warmth for several seconds. It felt good. He lowered his head, opened his eyes, and gazed out at the forest at the edge of that clearing. He saw the first signs of life on the trees, grass, bushes, and weeds.
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Everything was a little greener than yesterday, he thought to himself and smiled.

Spring was coming.

Stick Dog knew that meant good things for him and his friends.

The creek wouldn’t be frozen over. They wouldn’t have to break through the ice for a drink. Garbage cans would be smellier—meaning they could sniff them and determine what kind of scraps were inside without having to push the cans over. Small humans would be at Picasso Park, leaving snacks and crumbs all over the place. There might even be some early picnickers grilling hot dogs, hamburgers, and other tasty treats.

Yes, Stick Dog thought, spring was in the air.

It felt good. It felt promising.

But something else was in the air too.

Something that Stick Dog hadn’t thought of.

Romance.

(Yikes.)
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CHAPTER 2

A COFFEE QUEST?

When Mutt stirred and woke up, Stripes, Karen, and Poo-Poo woke up too. It had to happen that way. They were all sleeping against him. They yawned and stretched and rubbed their eyes. Then Karen hustled over to Stick Dog at the pipe opening.

Karen always woke up quickly—and with a burst of energy.

Stick Dog heard Karen’s little dachshund paws patter toward him. He turned away from the calm morning and toward his frantic little friend.

“Good morning, Stick Dog!” Karen exclaimed, skidding to a stop against the dry metal floor of the pipe.
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He smiled down at her.

“Do you know what I’ve noticed, Stick Dog?” she asked.

“What’s that?”

“I’ve noticed that big humans often drink coffee in the morning,” Karen said. This seemed like a very important observation to her. “It helps them get their day started. I’ve seen them drinking coffee in their cars in the morning. On park benches. Heck, I’ve even seen big humans drinking coffee while they take their garbage cans out in the morning.”

Do you mind if I interrupt here just for a second?

Thanks.

This whole coffee thing with grown-ups is, like, totally true. I know that for a fact because of my mom. She’s not, you know, normal until she has coffee in the morning.
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Here’s an example. Last Thursday, we ran out of coffee. That was not good.

Plus, it was the science fair, and I made a cycle-of-water diorama that I had to take to school. You know, evaporation, condensation, precipitation—that whole thing.

So Mom had to drive me to school.

That was also not good.

Here are a few of the things that happened on the, umm, trip to school. First, we sat in the driveway for, like, five minutes. I didn’t want to make Mom feel bad, but finally I had to say, “Mom, you need to turn the car on.”

Once we got going, everything was fine.

Until we got to the first stop sign on Armitage Avenue.

Mom stopped the car.
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After about forty-five seconds, I said, “Mom, you can go now.”

She kept staring at the red stop sign. She whispered, “But it says ‘Stop.’”

“That means just stop for a few seconds,” I said. It took a lot of work not to laugh. “You can go now.”

Then she shook her head twice real fast.

Then she drove me to school.

Only it wasn’t school.

It was the grocery store.

She put the car in park, looked at me, and said, “Good luck at the science fair!”

I figured it was probably best just to get out and walk the rest of the way to school. It wasn’t too far. And my cycle-of-water diorama wasn’t heavy or anything. It was just awkward.

So anyway, Karen is right. Grown-ups need to have coffee.

Stick Dog asked, “Why do you think big humans need coffee so much?”

“Because coffee is the best, Stick Dog!” Karen exclaimed. “The absolute BEST! It gives me energy. It wakes me up. Why, I’d take a bath in coffee if I could! I’d swim in coffee! I wish the creek was made out of coffee!”
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“How many times have you actually had coffee?” Stick Dog asked.

“Just once—when we got those awesome donuts,” Karen said. “But it was a day to remember, that’s for sure.”

“It certainly was,” said Stick Dog. He loved Karen’s instant enthusiasm in the morning. Her joy gave him an idea. “You know what, Karen?”

“What?”

“You know how we always go on searches for food?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe before that we should go on a search for something to drink this morning.”
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“Do you mean—” Karen said, and began to shiver and tremble with excitement. “Do you mean we can go on a quest for coffee?!”

Stick Dog smiled and nodded.

“Really?!” Karen screamed, and jumped higher than she had ever jumped before—almost six inches. “Really?!”

Stick Dog nodded again and said, “Really.”




CHAPTER 3

UNICORNS AND FAIRY DUST

“Where are we going, Stick Dog?” asked Poo-Poo as he, Mutt, and Stripes jumped over a fallen maple tree branch.

“It’s called the White House Café on Wild Atlantic Road,” answered Stick Dog. “It’s just through the woods, not very far at all. I’ve seen tons of humans walking out of it with coffee. I’ve never really thought of looking for scraps there though. It’s just a coffee place, I think.”
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“Just coffee?” Karen asked, and panted. Her legs were shorter than her friends’—and she churned them much faster to keep up with the group. Because of that, she had to take in some breath as she spoke. “There’s no such . . . thing as . . . just coffee! Coffee is . . . scrumptious . . . and magical. It gives you . . . energy! It’s sunshine . . . and unicorns . . . and lightning . . . and fairy dust . . . all mixed together!”
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Stick Dog slowed and stopped then. They were at the edge of the woods—really close to the White House Café. His friends stopped with him. They gathered around Karen as she caught her breath.

“None of us have ever had coffee, Karen,” Stick Dog commented as he peered out from behind a honeysuckle bush. He could see the side of the coffee shop. There was a concrete sidewalk, a bike rack, and an empty garbage can there.

“Is coffee really sunshine?” asked Poo-Poo.

“And unicorns?” asked Stripes.

“And lightning and fairy dust?” asked Mutt.

Karen nodded her head, grinned, and said, “All mixed together.”
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“Shh,” Stick Dog said, and crouched down suddenly. “I hear some humans coming.”

As they all watched, two women pushed two baby strollers on the sidewalk and approached the café. They parked the strollers near the bike rack, picked up two toddlers—a little girl and a little boy—from the strollers, and went inside the coffee shop.

“Okay,” Stick Dog said quietly. “I think those two humans will come back out with coffee in a few minutes. We need a plan to get it from them.”

“Don’t worry, Stick Dog,” Poo-Poo said. “I know just what to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, when those humans come back outside,” Poo-Poo began. He seemed pretty confident in his plan. “They’ll put those little humans back in the strollers. When they do, I’ll charge out of the woods and bash my head into the garbage can as hard as I can. I am, as you know, one of the world’s great head-bashers.”

[image: image]

“Yes, I know.”

“The humans will be so startled by the sound of my awesome head-bashing, that they’ll turn to see what happened,” Poo-Poo continued. His eyes widened as he detailed the next step in his coffee-snatching strategy. “While they look at the overturned can, you four rush in and push the strollers away as fast as you can! Once you’re a safe distance away, I’ll join you. Then we’re practically done.”

“Sounds like a great plan!” Karen
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