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Chapter 1

Mutt’s Shoe Collection

Mutt was on the old couch cushion in Stick Dog’s pipe below Highway 16. He was surrounded by shoes. He had recently discovered that shoes were his new and absolute favorite things to chew on. So whenever the dogs were out and about searching for food, they searched for shoes for Mutt too.

They had collected more than a dozen so far. They found shoes in garbage cans that Poo-Poo knocked over by ramming headfirst into them. They found shoes at Picasso Park, on the side of the road, and lots of places.
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Mutt chewed on a blue basketball sneaker at this particular moment.

“How’s the shoe, Mutt?” Stripes asked. She and Poo-Poo sat side by side to stay warm. It was winter.

“It’s fantastic,” Mutt said after dropping the shoe from his mouth. He didn’t want to be impolite. “Just fantastic.”

“What’s fantastic about it?” Poo-Poo asked. He wasn’t making fun; he was curious. “Why’s it better than chewing on a Frisbee? Or a mitten or something?”

“It’s a great question,” Mutt answered. “You see, with a shoe it’s just the entire chewing experience. It’s such a complete thing.”

Stripes asked, “How so?”

[image: image]

“Shoes have different materials and textures and parts,” Mutt explained. “The soles are usually soft and rubbery—a real relaxed and rhythmic chewing experience. The heels on fancy shoes can be hard, which is great for gnawing. And leather shoes are great for shredding. And I haven’t even told you about the best part.”

“What’s the best part?” asked Poo-Poo.

“Shoestrings,” Mutt said. “When I chew a shoestring, it often gets between my teeth. I can pull it back and forth. It’s a very satisfying feeling.”

Poo-Poo and Stripes nodded their understanding, and Mutt got that sneaker back in his mouth. He went after the shoestrings first.
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Stick Dog smiled. He had been listening to his friends’ conversation from where he stood at the entrance to his pipe, staring out at the meadow and forest. There was a five-inch-thick layer of snow on the ground.

So far, it had been a gray day—for a couple of reasons.

It was cloudy—that was the first reason.

But they had also been unsuccessful in their search for food in the morning. The garbage cans at Picasso Park were all empty. It had been too busy in town to stop by Mike’s Magnificent Meats to see their friend, Lucy—and see if she could sneak them some meaty scraps. Stick Dog had never seen so many humans bustling around the town’s shops.

Their unsuccessful food search had made the gray day even grayer.

Then, around noon, everything brightened.

It started to snow—the very first snowfall of winter. And Stick Dog felt his spirits lift. The day felt just a little less gray. It was still cold—and he and his friends were still hungry. But there was something about the fresh snowfall that seemed to bring a magical brightness to the day.

And now, Stick Dog thought it seemed especially true. It was dusk. The remaining sunlight painted the sky in gold and pink. And the snow all around him glittered and reflected those bright colors.
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Stick Dog was content to stand there—cold as he was—and watch how the day shifted into evening. He would have stayed there, no doubt, for several more minutes if someone didn’t suddenly race out of the forest and across the meadow.

It was Karen, the dachshund.
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And she had some news—startling news.




Chapter 2

A Magic Tree

Karen hustled into the pipe, slipping and sliding to a stop.

“I found a magic tree!” she exclaimed, breathing hard.
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“A magic tree?” Stick Dog asked. You could tell by the tone of his voice that he didn’t believe in magic trees. But you could also tell he was curious about what Karen thought she had found.

“That’s right,” answered Karen immediately. Her little dachshund body vibrated with energy and glee. A fine mist of melted snow sprang forth from her fur every time she shook. “Magic.”

“There’s no such thing as magic, Karen,” Poo-Poo said.
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“What about that one time I caught my tail? January sixteenth!” Karen said quickly. “That was the most magical day of my life!”

Stick Dog didn’t want the conversation to devolve into the existence—or nonexistence—of magic. He quickly refocused the subject.

“Karen,” he said. “Why don’t you tell us how you discovered this tree?”

She nodded her head with incredible vigor and began her story.

“I went to Fountain Square to get a drink,” Karen began.

Karen’s friends all knew exactly where she meant. There was a small square on Main Street in the nearby town. In the middle of the square was a fountain where the dogs had gotten fresh water to drink many times at night when no humans were around. It was close to Mike’s, the store where their friend, Lucy, lived.
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“I was really thirsty—and that fountain always has nice water,” Karen continued. She looked around to make sure everybody else was listening. She liked being the center of attention like this. “Well, when I got there the water was totally frozen solid, which was a bummer.”

Stick Dog didn’t mention that the fountain had likely been frozen for at least a month. Instead, he said. “That’s too bad. What happened next?”

“I heard a siren,” Karen answered. “And I remembered what you always say, Stick Dog.”

“I’ve always said that when we hear a siren, we should hide,” Stick Dog said. “In case it’s the dogcatcher or something. So, I bet you left that fountain and hid somewhere.”

“That’s exactly what I did!” Karen exclaimed. “I heard the siren and ran to hide under a big pine tree that was close to the fountain.”

“Tell us all about it,” encouraged Stick Dog.

“Okay, I will!” Karen went on enthusiastically. “Did you know that near pine tree trunks there’s a nice open space?!”

“I did know that,” Stick Dog answered. “Pine trees make great hiding spots because the branches hang down so low at the bottom.”

“Right, right,” Karen said. “Well, I was under that tree waiting for that siren to go away. It only took a few seconds. So I started out of that hiding place to get a drink of water from the fountain. I was still really thirsty.”
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Stick Dog said, “I thought you said the water in the fountain was frozen.”

“That’s right. I did say that.”

“So, umm, did you search for water someplace else?” asked Stick Dog.

“Why in the world would I do that?” Karen replied. “When the fountain was right there?”

“But you knew the water in the fountain was frozen.”

“I knew the water was frozen before I hid under the pine tree,” Karen explained. “I didn’t know it would be frozen after I stopped hiding.”

“Oh, umm, okay,” Stick Dog said, resisting the urge to smack a paw against his forehead. “And how long were you hiding?”

“I’d say about fifteen seconds or so.”
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“And you thought the ice in the fountain might have melted in that fifteen seconds?”

“Sure,” Karen said with happiness and innocence in her voice. “I’m a believer, Stick Dog. I like to surround myself with tons of positive energy and believe that awesome things can happen. That’s one of the things that makes me special!”

Stick Dog couldn’t help it. He had to smile.

“You are quite special, that is for certain,” he said. “So did the ice melt?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why not.”

“I never made it back to the fountain.”

“You didn’t?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s when the magic happened!”
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“How did the magic happen?”

“I hit my head! Isn’t that wonderful?!”




Chapter 3

Pine Cones Are Delicious

“Hitting your head was the magic part, Karen?” Stick Dog asked.

“That’s right!” she answered, pointing at the top of her head.

“Karen,” Poo-Poo interjected. He seemed compelled to speak. He was, as you know, quite an expert on this subject. “I’ve hit my head into hundreds of things. I’ve bashed into tree trunks, big rocks, garbage cans, swing sets—all kinds of stuff. The pain is quite intense sometimes. Of course, the relief I feel when the pain goes away afterward is just as strong. That’s why I do it—to feel that great sense of relief. It’s awesome. But I wouldn’t call it magical.”
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“Thanks for that unique insight, Poo-Poo,” Stick Dog said, and then turned to Karen. “I guess we’d all like to understand how hitting your head was magical.”

“Well, it wasn’t the actual hitting of my head,” Karen revealed. “It’s what I hit my head into!”

“And what was that?” asked Stripes.

“It was the strangest pine cone I’ve ever seen!” Karen exclaimed. “That’s what made that pine tree a magic tree. It was covered in magic pine cones!”

The entire group—even Stick Dog—found this fascinating. They stepped even closer, forming a tight circle around her. Karen spun slowly there as she provided more and more information.

“The pine cones were not shaped like pine cones at all.”

Stripes asked, “What shape were these magic pine cones?”

“They were long and skinny—with hooks on one end. Like a curve.”

Mutt asked, “What color were these long, thin, hooked, magic pine cones?”

“They weren’t brown like regular pine cones,” Karen answered, her eyes stretched wide. “They were red and white and sort of, like, striped!”
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Poo-Poo asked, “How many of these long, thin, hooked, red-and-white-striped, magic pine cones were there?”

“Hundreds and hundreds!” Karen yelled.

“Karen,” Stick Dog said calmly. “How were these, umm, magic pine cones in the tree?”

“They hung on the tree—just like regular pine cones.”

“Fascinating,” Stick Dog said, more to himself than to his friends. Karen’s description was so specific and detailed that he had little doubt that she had actually discovered something. He didn’t suspect that they were actually, you know, magical. But he was certainly interested in finding out more about the objects that Karen described. Next time they were in town and close to the fountain, he would like to investigate that tree.

But there was still something Stick Dog didn’t know. And that something would make him change his mind quickly about investigating that tree sometime in the future.

Karen wasn’t all the way done with her description yet. She had left out the most important detail.

She had saved the best for last.

“There’s one more thing,” Karen said in a quieter, more dramatic voice. “It’s the most magical thing of all!”

“What?!?!” Stripes, Mutt, and Poo-Poo screamed in unison.

“Those magic pine cones
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