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			Dedication

			
		
    To Ivan, my unexpected tornado of fur and slobber
I always thought I'd stick to boxers, and a chocolate Labrador was the absolute last thing on my mind. But then you showed up—uninvited, unapologetic, and needing help. How could I say no? You were stuck in a bad situation that wasn't fair to you. So here you came, like a furry wrecking ball. You weren't part of the plan, and let's be honest, you've destroyed more plans (and belongings) than I can count. But I wouldn't have it any other way.
I remember that electric shock collar you had—the one I replaced with Kingston's old collar. Zapping you might have been Annie's questionable approach (we both know her real name), but that's not how I roll. That's the moment you stopped being "the dog I'm watching" and became "family." I decided then and there you were never going back to a life surrounded by addicts and chaos. No matter what it took, you were staying safe and loved with me.
You may drive me nuts—eating my shoes, annihilating any piece of paper you can find, and generally behaving like a one-dog demolition crew—but I wouldn't change a thing. Well, maybe the shoe-eating part. Definitely the shoe-eating part.Right now, you're sprawled across my bed, using me as your personal pillow while I write this, showing me just how much you love me, too. Even when I'm frustrated or yelling "IVAN, NO!" for the hundredth time, I hope you always know you're loved. You're my dog, my chaos, my family,
I love you, buddy. Even if you chew up this dedication.
—Dad 
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Chapter 1: Strays
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It was a warm, sunny fall day in Wesley Creek, Pennsylvania, and the little church Ben and Sarah attended regularly sat serenely under a canopy of red and gold leaves. The scene was picturesque, but Ben was hardly paying attention as he pulled their car into the parking lot.

“I hope we missed the music,” Ben said, peering through the windshield like he was looking for a way out. “Nothing like starting Sunday off with off-key singing.”

Sarah shot him a look, one part amused and two parts exasperated. “Oh, will you stop? We’re already late. Get moving,” she said as she unbuckled her seatbelt and hopped out of the car with more energy than should have been allowed on a Sunday morning.

With a sigh that carried the weight of a thousand Sundays, Ben followed her inside. As Sarah opened the door to the church lobby, Ben looked around and quipped, “Oh, look at that, they haven’t even started yet. What a tragedy.”

“Shush,” Sarah hissed, giving him a warning look before spotting Ben’s mother, Becky, waiting for them in the lobby. Becky greeted them with her usual warm smile and a hug.

“Glad you two could make it in time for worship today,” Becky said with a little twinkle in her eye.

Sarah grinned and nudged Ben playfully. “He’s absolutely crushed we made it on time for once.”

Becky laughed while Ben tried to look offended but failed miserably. He gave his mom a quick hug and followed Sarah into the sanctuary.

As they settled into their seats—not near the back where Ben preferred for a quick escape, but right smack in the middle—Ben leaned over to Sarah, his tone dripping with mock despair. “Great. Now we’re surrounded. Trapped on all sides. This is how it ends.”

Sarah rolled her eyes and elbowed him in the ribs. “Will you quit it?”

“I’m just saying,” Ben replied, clearly enjoying himself, “I could’ve stayed home and watched Ed Young on TV. Same message, fewer pews.”

“It’s not the same thing,” Becky chimed in from her seat, leaning slightly over Sarah to glare at her son. “Look around you, Ben. Fellowship, community—this is what church is about. Now stop it. A few hours in church won’t kill you.”

Ben made a show of looking around the sanctuary, taking in the smiling faces, the chatter, and the warm atmosphere. “I’m not so sure,” he muttered under his breath. “The jury’s still out.”

Sarah stifled a laugh as the worship band began playing their first song. Ben slouched in his seat but managed to keep quiet for the next few minutes, though he didn’t sing along. Instead, he glanced around, spotting people he knew—Mrs. Lott, who always brought her famous baked beans to potlucks, and Mr. Thompson, the unofficial “greeter” of the church who waved at every single person who walked through the door.

As the music transitioned into the pastor’s message, Sarah noticed Ben perk up slightly. Despite his complaining, Ben always secretly enjoyed the sermon, especially when the pastor managed to sneak in some humor. She leaned over and whispered, “See? Not so bad.”

Ben smirked. “We’ll see. If I don’t make it out of here, tell the dogs I love them.”

Sarah shook her head, suppressing a laugh. “You’re impossible.”

“Why you married me,” Ben replied with a wink.

The pastor’s sermon that morning was particularly engaging. Standing at the pulpit, he spoke with warmth and conviction.

“Each of us has the power to be a light in someone’s darkness,” he began. “It’s easy to walk by people in need, to think their problems are too big or too messy to get involved. But isn’t that exactly what Jesus did for us? He stepped into our mess, gave us grace, and loved us despite our faults. Who in your life needs that same chance? Who needs a hand instead of judgment? Think about it. Pray about it. And when the time comes, don’t be afraid to say yes.”

The pastor’s voice filled the sanctuary as Ben leaned forward, engrossed in the message. He usually found himself zoning out or planning his afternoon during sermons, but today was different. The pastor spoke with an urgency that tugged at his heart.

“Reaching out to those in need isn’t always neat and tidy,” the pastor said, pacing the stage with his Bible in hand. “It’s messy. It’s uncomfortable. But it’s what we’re called to do. Jesus didn’t shy away from the messy parts of people’s lives—he stepped right into them.”

Ben nodded along, feeling the weight of the words. The pastor continued, “Maybe you’re thinking, ‘I don’t have time to deal with someone else’s problems.’ Or, ‘They’ve already had their chance.’ But grace isn’t about keeping score. Grace is about stepping into the chaos and saying, ‘I see you. You matter.’”

The pastor paused, looking around the room. “Who in your life needs that second chance? Maybe it’s someone you’ve written off. Maybe it’s someone who’s hurt you. But remember this—God didn’t write you off. He didn’t give up on you. So why should we give up on each other?”

Ben felt a nudge at his side. Sarah gave him a knowing look, her eyes twinkling. “See? Good stuff,” she whispered. He smiled, admitting silently that she was right.
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The pastor’s voice filled the sanctuary as Ben leaned forward, engrossed in the message. He usually found himself zoning out or planning his afternoon during sermons, but today was different. The pastor spoke with an urgency that tugged at his heart.  

“Reaching out to those in need isn’t always neat and tidy,” the pastor said, pacing the stage with his Bible in hand. “It’s messy. It’s uncomfortable. But it’s what we’re called to do. Jesus didn’t shy away from the messy parts of people’s lives—he stepped right into them.”  

Ben nodded along, feeling the weight of the words. The pastor continued, “Maybe you’re thinking, ‘I don’t have time to deal with someone else’s problems.’ Or, ‘They’ve already had their chance.’ But grace isn’t about keeping score. Grace is about stepping into the chaos and saying, ‘I see you. You matter.’”  

The pastor paused, looking around the room. “Who in your life needs that second chance? Maybe it’s someone you’ve written off. Maybe it’s someone who’s hurt you. But remember this—God didn’t write you off. He didn’t give up on you. So why should we give up on each other?”  

Ben felt a nudge at his side. Sarah gave him a knowing look, her eyes twinkling. “See? Good stuff,” she whispered. He smiled, admitting silently that she was right.  

After the final prayer, Ben and Sarah mingled with the congregation. Ben made a beeline for David Ball, his go-to partner for online gaming.  

“So,” David said, leaning against the coffee table in the church lobby, “are we hitting up *Fortnite* tonight?”  

“You know it,” Ben replied. “I’m thinking a solid victory royale. I’ve been working on my building skills.”  

“Yeah, right,” David teased. “You build like my grandma.”  

“Your grandma must be a legend, then,” Ben shot back, grinning.  

Meanwhile, Sarah chatted with a group of ladies about the upcoming potluck. She was deep in a debate over whether deviled eggs or Jell-O salad was the better contribution when Ben signaled it was time to go.  

They said their goodbyes and made their way home, the sermon still fresh in Ben’s mind.  

––––––––
[image: ]


As they pulled into the driveway, Kevin’s high-pitched bark pierced the air. Ben smiled as he grabbed the house keys.  

“Brace yourself,” he said to Sarah. “The welcoming committee is ready.”  

The moment the door opened, Kevin’s barks turned into an excited yip as Kylo and Steve charged toward them, their tails wagging like propellers. Kylo, the younger boxer, nearly bowled Ben over in his excitement.  

“All right, boys!” Ben laughed, pushing them back gently. “Let us in first, huh?”  

Steve, the older and wiser of the two, settled down quickly, sitting politely for a pat on the head. Kylo, however, was a different story. His whole body wiggled with uncontainable joy as he danced around Ben’s legs.  

Sarah crouched down to greet Kevin, who was rolling around in his bed like a tiny gymnast. “Are you showing off, Kevin?” she cooed. Kevin barked in response, his tail wagging furiously as he soaked up the attention.  

Ben opened the back door. “All right, you two,” he said to Steve and Kylo. “Outside.”  

The boxers bolted into the backyard, where they immediately began chasing each other in circles, their deep barks echoing through the neighborhood. They paused only to wrestle playfully, their energy boundless.  

Sarah joined Ben at the door, leaning against the frame as they watched the dogs. “You know,” she said, “that sermon really hit home for me today.”  

Ben nodded. “Me too. It made me think... maybe we’ve been too quick to say no to certain things. Maybe we need to be more open to stepping into the mess.”  

Sarah gave him a soft smile. “That’s big, Ben. Really big.”  

“I know,” he said, sliding an arm around her shoulders. “But I think we’re ready for whatever comes our way.”  

Both Ben and Sarah felt grateful for the life they had built together. Their home was modest but full of love—a warm, inviting space where laughter echoed and the bonds between them and their pets were unshakable. It was the kind of home where even the pets seemed to smile, each one treated as a member of the family. The walls held memories, not secrets, and the air carried the faint scent of fresh-brewed coffee and vanilla candles. For Ben and Sarah, life was far from perfect, but it was theirs, and it was good.
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Across town, however, was a starkly different scene. The dilapidated trailer park on the edge of the city felt forgotten, much like its residents. Here, in a sagging, rundown trailer with cracked windows and a rusting exterior, a makeshift family of addicts had formed, bound not by blood but by circumstance. The trailer belonged to Annie Kemper, a former friend and high school classmate of Sarah. Once, Annie had been a bright and vivacious girl, but the years—and her choices—had turned her into a shadow of her former self.

The trailer, left to Annie and her siblings by her late father, Paul, was in shambles. The electricity had been shut off months ago, leaving the small, gas-powered generator as their only source of light. The generator hummed faintly, illuminating only a few dim bulbs and a cluttered corner of the living room. The water had been shut off long before that, though even if it hadn’t, the kitchen sink was in pieces—a victim of what they jokingly referred to as “meth-head tinkering.”

Later, Ben would wonder if Paul had known what would happen when he left the trailer to his children. Maybe he had hoped they would find a way to make it work, to finally step up and take responsibility. But Ben suspected Paul had known better. He knew his kids, and he probably expected the disrepair.

Annie shared the space with her boyfriend, Tony, and a rotating cast of other addicts who had nowhere else to go. Most of them didn’t work, and those who did spent every cent on drugs or alcohol, leaving no money for bills. Empty jugs of water were scattered around the trailer, used for refilling at friends’ homes. Baths were a luxury, often reduced to splashing warm water from a pot heated on the stove. The air inside the trailer was heavy with the smell of cigarettes, stale beer, and unwashed bodies.

But tonight was different. It was Christmas Eve, and Tony had a surprise for Annie. He had managed to scrounge together enough to get her a gift—a pit bull puppy.

Tony sat on the torn couch, a cigarette dangling from his lips as he scratched the little dog behind its ears. “She’s gonna love you,” he muttered, half to the dog and half to himself. The puppy, a wiry little thing with a brindle coat and oversized paws, yawned and nuzzled into Tony’s lap.

Besides the puppy, Tony had stashed away a small treasure trove of substances for the evening: a little meth and some fentanyl. They were hidden in a corner of the bedroom, under a pile of wires and junk he had been “tinkering” with. Tony liked to think of himself as a handyman, though most of what he fixed ended up more broken than before.

“Annie!” Tony called, his voice hoarse. “Get in here!”

Annie shuffled into the room, her hair unwashed and her eyes tired. She wore an oversized hoodie that hung off her thin frame. Tony grinned, holding up the puppy.

“Merry Christmas,” he said, his tone almost boyish.

Annie’s face lit up, a rare moment of genuine joy breaking through the haze of her addiction. “Oh my God, Tony, where’d you get him?” She reached out, taking the puppy into her arms.

“Don’t worry about it,” Tony said with a smirk. “He’s ours now.”

The little dog wriggled and licked Annie’s face, and for a brief moment, the bleakness of the trailer melted away. Annie laughed—a sound so foreign in that space that it startled even Tony.

“Looks like he likes you,” Tony said, stubbing out his cigarette.

“What’s his name?” Annie asked, cradling the puppy.

Tony shrugged. “That’s up to you.”

Annie thought for a moment, running her fingers over the puppy’s soft fur. “Axel,” she said finally. “His name is Axel.”

“Axel it is,” Tony said, leaning back on the couch.

For a moment, it felt like a Christmas miracle. But in that trailer, miracles never lasted long.

That night, Annie drifted off with Axel curled beside her, the small puppy’s warmth a comfort she hadn’t felt in years. For a brief moment, she let herself believe this little dog might fill the emptiness she carried inside—a void carved by years of addiction, regret, and the absence of her children.

Annie’s kids, Trevor and Lily, were always on her mind, even if she rarely said it out loud. Trevor was 12 now, growing up faster than he should have to, and Lily was only 9. Annie hated herself for the life she’d chosen over them. It wasn’t that she didn’t love them. She did. But love alone wasn’t enough. The drugs always came first, even when she promised herself they wouldn’t.

When Trevor and Lily were younger, Annie had tried to hold on to them. She’d fought Mike for custody in the early days of their divorce, convinced she could be the mother they needed. But even as she argued her case in court, she knew deep down it was a lie. She couldn’t provide for them, not with her addiction controlling her every move. In the end, she let them go, telling herself it was the right thing to do.

Mike, her ex-husband, was everything Annie wasn’t: stable, responsible, and clean. He lived an hour away in a small house with a yard where the kids had their own rooms and a dog named Max. Annie told herself they were better off with him, but it didn’t make the pain of their absence any easier to bear.

Even on the rare occasions she got to see them, Annie couldn’t stop using. She would sneak off to the bathroom to smoke fentanyl, crack, or weed while the kids watched TV in the living room. She told herself they didn’t know what she was doing, but Trevor wasn’t stupid.

Then came the night that changed everything.

It was a weekend visit, one of the few Annie managed to hold onto. Trevor and Lily had been dropped off that afternoon, and Annie had promised them a movie night with pizza. But by the time the sun set, she was already high. She locked herself in the bathroom, a pipe in her hand and a cloud of smoke filling the air.

When Trevor found her, she was slumped on the floor, her lips blue and her chest still.

“Mom!” he shouted, shaking her shoulder. “Mom, wake up!”

But she didn’t move.

Terrified, Trevor grabbed her phone and dialed 911. The dispatcher’s voice was calm and steady, but Trevor’s hands were shaking so badly he could barely hold the phone.

“Do you know if she has Narcan?” the dispatcher asked.

“Yes,” Trevor said, his voice cracking. He remembered Annie’s bag—she’d told him once where she kept it, “just in case.” He tore through it, pulling out six doses.

“Stay with me, Mom,” he whispered, ripping open the first package. He tilted her head back, placed the nozzle in her nostril, and sprayed.

Annie gasped awake, her eyes wide with terror, but the relief was short-lived. Seconds later, she passed out again.

“Mom! No! Stay awake!” Trevor cried.

He gave her another dose. And another. He didn’t stop until the paramedics burst through the door. They took over, administering more Narcan and loading Annie onto a stretcher. Trevor stood in the doorway, clutching his little sister, who was crying into his shoulder.

The police arrived not long after. They found the drugs in the bathroom and arrested Annie on the spot, charging her with possession of a controlled substance and child endangerment.

Trevor’s arms were crossed as he stood in the corner of the hospital room, his face pale and tired. Annie, still groggy from the overdose, tried to meet his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly.

“Sorry?” Trevor’s voice was sharp, cutting. “You could’ve died, Mom. You almost did.”

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Annie whispered.

“You never mean for it to happen!” Trevor shouted. “But it keeps happening! I’m tired of saving you, Mom. I’m twelve—I’m not supposed to know how to use Narcan!”

Annie’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m going to get better. I promise.”

“You always promise,” Trevor said, his voice breaking. “But I don’t believe you anymore.”

“I don’t want to see her anymore, Dad,” Trevor said, staring at his shoes.

Mike sighed, sitting beside him on the couch. “I know it’s hard, buddy. She’s still your mom.”

“I don’t care,” Trevor said, his voice trembling. “I don’t want to find her dead again.”

When Annie went to court for the charges, she fell into the same routine she always did—trying to appear remorseful and pleading for help.

“Your Honor,” she began, her voice shaky, “I know I’ve made terrible mistakes. I know I’ve hurt my children. But I want to change. I need help.”

The judge regarded her with a stern, measured gaze, his expression unreadable. “Ms. Kemper,” he said slowly, “this isn’t the first time you’ve stood before me. You’ve been given opportunities to turn things around before, haven’t you?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Annie responded quickly, tears streaming down her cheeks. “But this time is different. I promise. I want to be a better mother for my kids. Please, give me another chance.”

The judge let out a heavy sigh as he thumbed through the thick file before him. “Ms. Kemper, this file tells a story of repeated chances, broken promises, and continued poor decisions. But despite my doubts, I’m willing to try one more time—because I believe your children deserve a mother who is healthy and present.”

He paused before delivering his sentence. “You are hereby sentenced to thirty days in county jail, followed by mandatory inpatient rehabilitation. Be advised, Ms. Kemper, that if you fail to complete this program or relapse while under its terms, you will face additional charges and a much harsher penalty. Do I make myself clear?”

Annie nodded vigorously, bowing her head. “Yes, Your Honor. Thank you. I won’t let you down.”

The gavel struck, signaling the end of her hearing.

Annie really did enjoy rehab while it lasted. For the first time in a long time, she wasn’t consumed by the relentless hustle of her addiction. She didn’t have to wake up every day figuring out how to scrounge up enough money for her next fix or fear for her safety meeting strangers she’d arranged encounters with online. The temporary respite from the chaos gave her a glimpse of the life she sometimes dreamed of but never believed she could have.

Annie had told Tony bluntly before she left for rehab that if he wasn’t willing to get a job or contribute, she would do whatever it took to keep their drug habit going, even if it meant selling her body. Tony never protested; as long as Annie kept the drugs flowing, he was content to stay home, get high, and tinker with his junk projects. Annie hated herself for the things she did, hated the men who used her, and hated Tony for letting it all happen—but hate, like everything else, dissolved in the haze of drugs.

In rehab, away from the bad influences and temptations, Annie began to feel a sliver of hope. She even allowed herself to imagine a future where she could stay clean, be a better mother, and perhaps, one day, get her kids back. But as much as she wanted to hold onto those feelings, the reality waiting for her outside those walls was unforgiving.

Within two weeks of her release, Annie was back to the same old routine. Rehab had given her tools, but it hadn’t changed the people around her. Tony was still the same, unapologetically lighting up in front of her and leaving her to handle everything. The people in their orbit—fellow addicts who crashed at the trailer—weren’t interested in sobriety, and their presence made staying clean nearly impossible.

When someone once asked Annie how she had ended up like this, she gave a brutally honest answer. “It’s just what I knew,” she said. Drugs had been a part of her life since she was a kid. Her parents used in front of her and her siblings, normalizing the chaos. As Annie grew older, the cycle of abuse and addiction only deepened. She opened up about experiencing S.A. at the hands of men her mother had brought into their lives and later being forced by men she met online, all of which left deep scars. The drugs, she said, were her way of numbing the pain she didn’t know how to face.

But none of that mattered in the moment. For now, Annie had Axel. The little brindle puppy had quickly become the one bright spot in her life. His wagging tail and joyful energy gave her something to smile about, even when everything else felt bleak.

That night, with Axel curled up beside her on the threadbare mattress, Annie let herself feel a fleeting sense of peace. She kissed the puppy on the forehead, whispering, “You’re the only good thing I’ve got, buddy.” Turning off the single dim light in the room, she pulled a thin blanket over herself and drifted off to sleep, Axel’s soft breaths a soothing reminder that, even in her broken world, there was still a tiny piece of warmth.

The next morning, Annie woke up to the sound of a low hiss. She rolled over to see Axel, her wiry little puppy, standing over Matches, the household’s black male cat. Axel had the cat backed into a corner, his tail wagging furiously as he bounced on his paws, yipping excitedly. Matches, his fur puffed up like a spiked ball, glared daggers at the puppy, hissing and swiping the air in a warning.

“Axel, leave him alone,” Annie groaned as she pulled herself out of bed. She scooped up the squirming puppy, who wiggled in her arms, eager to get back to his “playmate.”

Carrying Axel to the living room, Annie set him down among the scattered collection of his toys. She picked up a green rubber ball and waved it in front of him. “Here ya go, buddy,” she said, rolling it across the floor. “Play with this.”

Axel pounced on the ball, his little body twisting and turning as he wrestled with it. His puppy noises filled the room as he gnawed, growled, and pawed at the toy. When the ball escaped his grasp and rolled under the couch, Axel didn’t miss a beat. He turned his attention to a stuffed yellow duck, chomping on its fuzzy head and giving it a triumphant shake.

Next, he moved on to a knotted rope toy, grabbing one end and dragging it across the floor as if it were his prey. His tiny teeth gnawed on the rope until he got bored and turned to a squeaky blue bone. He bit down, delighted by the high-pitched noise it made, and carried it around the room like a trophy. Axel’s last two toys—a red chew ring and a plush squeaky hamburger—didn’t escape his attention either. He tossed them into the air, chasing them as they bounced and spun.

Once he’d thoroughly exhausted his toys, Axel’s curious nose led him on an adventure around the trailer. He trotted over to Tony, who was passed out on the couch, and gave his hand a nudge, followed by a playful nip.

“Knock it off,” Tony mumbled groggily, swatting at the puppy. Axel darted away, tail wagging, undeterred.

His exploration continued, and soon, he found the cat box tucked in the corner of the kitchen. Intrigued by the strange smells, Axel poked his nose into the box and unearthed a “treat.” Before Annie could react, he had it in his mouth and gobbled it down.

“Axel, no! Gross!” Annie shrieked, rushing over. She grabbed the puppy and quickly moved the cat box to the top of the counter, out of Axel’s reach. He let out a small whimper of disappointment but was soon distracted by the next fascinating thing.

Axel wandered into the bathroom, where he discovered a treasure trove of new items to play with. The first to catch his eye was a roll of toilet paper. He grabbed the end and sprinted across the room, unraveling it into a long, snowy trail. Next, he batted around a plunger, tipping it over and pushing it across the floor like a hockey puck.

Spotting a body weight scale, Axel hopped onto it, startling himself when the screen lit up and beeped. He barked at it, then turned his attention to the bottles of soap on the edge of the tub. One by one, he knocked them over with his paw, sending them clattering to the floor. Satisfied with the mess he’d created, Axel scampered off to his next destination: Annie’s bedroom.

In the bedroom, Axel’s eyes lit up at the chaos of clothes strewn across the floor. He pounced on a shirt, grabbing it in his teeth and shaking it furiously until it tore. Spotting a sock nearby, he quickly added it to his collection of “kills.”

Then, he saw it: the ultimate prize. Hanging off the edge of the bed was a pink leather purse. Axel crept up to it like a predator stalking prey. He grabbed the strap and pulled, tumbling backward as the purse landed on top of him. Thrilled, he began pawing and chewing at the leather, completely unaware of the commotion he was causing.

Axel sniffed around the pink leather purse, his nose twitching at an intriguing scent he couldn’t quite place. It was unlike anything he’d encountered in the trailer before, and his curiosity drove him to investigate further. He pawed at the purse’s zipper, tilting his head as he worked to get it open. After several determined attempts, the zipper gave way, and Axel’s snout was buried inside.

The source of the smell soon revealed itself: a small baggie filled with a fine white powder. To Axel, it looked like powdered sugar, and his tiny teeth nipped at the bag. Just one small nip was all it took, though Axel had no way of knowing the danger he’d just stumbled into. The powder wasn’t sugar—it was fentanyl, a potent and deadly drug that could be lethal even in minuscule amounts.

Oblivious, Axel bounded out of the bedroom and into the living room, where Annie and her “friends” were seated. The group was deep in conversation, their voices animated as they discussed their next scheme to get money for more drugs.

“We could go boosting,” Matt suggested, his tone casual as though he were proposing a grocery run. “Then we can either sell what I grab or trade it straight for some product.”

The others nodded in agreement, throwing out ideas about what stores to hit and what items would be most valuable. Axel, however, didn’t understand any of this. To him, it was just background noise—boring and unimportant compared to the excitement of chasing his ball.

He trotted over to his green rubber ball, ready to pounce. But as he prepared to leap, a strange sensation washed over him. His legs wobbled, and a heavy drowsiness took hold. Axel stumbled, his tiny body colliding with the coffee table leg before he collapsed to the floor. He struggled to get back up, his movements sluggish and uncoordinated.

Annie noticed immediately. “What’s wrong, Axel?” she said, her voice laced with concern. She watched as Axel tried to steady himself, only to plop back down, his head drooping. Her eyes darted to the bedroom, and the sight of her spilled purse hit her like a freight train. Panic set in.

“No. No, no, no, no!” she shouted, rushing to the kitchen.

Tony glanced up from the couch, barely registering her panic. “What’s the big deal? He’s probably just tired. He’s been running around all morning,” Tony said lazily, leaning back.

“No, Tony, he’s overdosing!” Annie screamed, frantically opening a cabinet. She grabbed one of the many Narcan nasal sprays she had stashed around the trailer and turned back to Axel.

Tony’s demeanor shifted as he realized the gravity of the situation. He jumped up and grabbed the limp puppy, holding him steady as Annie prepared the Narcan. Though the spray was designed for humans, Annie didn’t hesitate. She gently inserted the nozzle into Axel’s tiny nose and administered the dose.

For a few agonizing seconds, nothing happened. Then, Axel’s body jerked violently as if he’d been shocked awake. His eyes were wide with terror, his breathing ragged as he tried to make sense of what had just happened.

“My poor baby,” Annie whispered, scooping him into her arms and holding him close. Tears streamed down her face as Axel quivered in her embrace.

It wasn’t long before Axel started to return to normal, his breathing evening out and his energy slowly creeping back. But something had changed. The little puppy, usually so fearless and curious, now seemed more cautious. He sniffed the air tentatively, as though assessing whether his surroundings were safe.

Annie sat on the floor, cradling Axel and stroking his soft fur. “I’m so sorry, baby,” she murmured. “I’ll do better. I swear I’ll do better.”

Tony slumped back onto the couch, shaken but trying to brush it off. “You need to get rid of that stuff, Annie. Seriously.”

Annie didn’t respond. She just held Axel tighter, her guilt and shame pressing down on her like a weight she couldn’t escape. For now, Axel was safe, but the incident left a scar—a reminder of the danger that lurked in every corner.

As much as I’d like to tell you that Axel’s overdose was the wake-up call Annie needed to turn her life around, it wasn’t. By later that same day, the trailer was back to business as usual—getting high, figuring out schemes to get more money, and planning their next fixes. Axel, for his part, seemed to have bounced back, blissfully unaware of the chaos swirling around him.

A few days later, Annie and Tony headed over to their friend Dave’s house for what they called a “party day,” leaving Axel behind in the trailer. The small puppy wasn’t fazed by being left with the cats. In fact, he found it thrilling.

Axel decided to make the most of the situation by turning the trailer into his personal playground. First, he chased Matches, the black cat, around the living room, his little legs scrambling on the worn linoleum floor as Matches darted under the couch. Axel pawed at the edge of the couch, whining and wagging his tail, until Matches eventually peeked out from beneath it, swatting playfully at Axel’s nose before disappearing again.

Next, Axel shifted his focus to Annie’s other cat, Patches, a calico who was perched on the windowsill. Patches wasn’t as playful as Matches, but Axel managed to coax her into a game of hide-and-seek by jumping at the base of the window. Patches leaped down and dashed into Annie’s bedroom, with Axel hot on her tail. The two took turns hiding and chasing each other through piles of clothes and clutter.

For Axel, it was pure joy—an escape from the chaos of Annie’s world.

Over at Dave’s place, the atmosphere was entirely different. Annie, Tony, and Dave were sprawled out in the living room, a haze of smoke filling the air as they passed around a pipe and sipped on cheap beer. The trio was playing 10,000, their voices loud and animated as they argued over scores and the dice rolls.

Annie had just picked up the dice when she glanced out the window and froze. “That’s weird,” she said, her brow furrowing. “What’s Seth doing here?”

Tony and Dave turned to look as Seth, Annie’s younger brother, walked up the driveway. He wasn’t a regular visitor to Dave’s house, and his appearance set off alarm bells in Annie’s head.

Seth knocked on the door, and Dave got up to answer it. “What’s up, man?” Dave said, keeping his tone casual.

“Not much,” Seth replied, stepping inside. He scanned the room briefly before adding, “Just thought I’d stop by and see what you were up to.”

Dave nodded, motioning for Seth to sit down. “What do you need?”

“I was wondering if I could grab a teener off you,” Seth said, pulling out his phone. “I got Cash App.”

Dave’s eyes lit up. His gambling addiction had drained his pockets more times than he could count, and Cash App meant he could load money directly into his online betting account. “That’s what’s up,” Dave said with a grin.

The transaction was quick, and Seth didn’t linger. He left as abruptly as he had arrived, walking down the driveway and disappearing from sight.

“That was weird,” Annie said, shaking her head. “Seth never comes around like that.”

“Yeah,” Tony agreed. “He’s up to something.”

Before they could dwell on it, a loud, authoritative knocking at the front door shattered their conversation.

BANG! BANG!

“Open up! Police department!” a voice shouted.

Panic set in immediately. The three exchanged frantic looks, the reality of the situation dawning on them.

“Seth set us up!” Annie hissed.

Dave stumbled to the door, trying to appear calm as he opened it. Standing on the porch were two uniformed officers, a search warrant in hand.

“Mr. Davis?” one of the officers said. “We have a warrant to search your property, vehicle, and person for illegal substances. Please step aside.”

Dave stepped back reluctantly, and the officers filed in, their presence overwhelming the small house. Within minutes, the search began.

In the living room, officers found multiple bags of methamphetamine, several vials of crack cocaine, and a stash of weed hidden under the couch cushions. They bagged the evidence while Dave stood by, his hands cuffed behind his back, his face pale.

In the kitchen, officers searched Tony and found a crack pipe in his pocket. “Just a pipe,” Tony mumbled as they placed him in handcuffs.

Then they turned to Annie. Her stash of fentanyl was discovered in the front pocket of her hoodie. The officer who found it looked at her with thinly veiled disgust. “You know how many people this stuff kills every day?” he said.

Annie didn’t respond. She just stared at the floor as they cuffed her and read her rights.

Across the street, Seth sat in his parked car, nervously watching the scene unfold. His fingers trembled as he lit a cigarette, taking a shaky drag to steady himself. The police had made it clear—three felony charges were hanging over his head, and this was his one chance to make it all go away.

As officers led Annie, Tony, and Dave out of the house in handcuffs, Seth exhaled a plume of smoke and shook his head. Relief washed over him, mingled with a flicker of guilt he quickly pushed aside. At least it wasn’t him.

Without lingering, Seth started his car and drove off, his mind racing with excuses to justify his actions.
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Chapter 2: Judgments and New Beginnings
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Back at the trailer, Axel was blissfully unaware of the chaos that had unfolded. After a long day of chasing the cats and playing hide-and-seek, he finally curled up on the couch, letting out a contented sigh. His tail twitched slightly in his sleep, as if dreaming of his adventures earlier that day. Axel had no idea that life as he knew it was about to change forever—and for the better.

Meanwhile, Annie sat silently in the back of the patrol car as it pulled into the parking lot of the Wesley County Jail. The flashing lights reflecting off the building’s concrete walls seemed almost mocking. She took a deep breath, bracing herself for what she knew would come next.

The booking process was as dehumanizing as it was routine. Annie was fingerprinted, photographed, and stripped of her belongings. She changed into the stiff orange jumpsuit that marked her as another statistic, another prisoner in the overcrowded facility. The clang of the heavy metal door closing behind her was a sound she hated but had grown familiar with.

Finally, she was allowed her one phone call. Annie wracked her brain for someone—anyone—who might answer and help. Her parents were long out of the picture, and her ex-husband would hang up the second he heard her voice. The only person she could think of was Mark, Tony’s father.

Mark was an alcoholic who didn’t particularly like her and barely tolerated Tony most days. But he loved his son in his own begrudging way, and if she caught him in the right mood, he might just help.

The phone rang three times before Mark picked up.

“Hello?” he answered, his voice gruff.

“Mark, it’s Annie,” she said, speaking quickly. “Listen, Tony and I—we’ve been arrested. The cops picked us up at Dave’s house, and they’re charging us with drug trafficking. We’ll see the judge in the morning, but I need a favor. Can you go to the trailer and get Axel? He’s just a puppy. I can’t leave him there alone. Please.”

There was a long pause, and for a moment, Annie thought he might hang up. Then Mark sighed heavily.

“Fine. I’ll go check on him,” he said reluctantly. “Don’t worry about the dog. I’ll make sure he’s taken care of.”

“Thank you,” Annie said, her voice barely above a whisper.

As he hung up the phone, Mark muttered to himself, shaking his head. “I told Tony this would happen if he kept running around with that girl. She’s been nothing but trouble since the day he met her.”

But deep down, Mark knew it wasn’t entirely fair to blame Annie. She might not have helped Tony’s downward spiral, but she wasn’t the start of it, either. Tony had been struggling with his demons long before Annie came into the picture. Mark just couldn’t bring himself to admit that his son’s choices were his own—a harsh truth he wasn’t ready to face.

Mark pulled up to the trailer later that evening, a bottle of whiskey tucked under the passenger seat of his old pickup. As he walked up to the door, the sound of Axel barking greeted him. The puppy, curious and a little confused, peeked through the window, wagging his tail at the sight of a new visitor.

When Mark stepped inside, the smell of stale smoke and neglect hit him. Axel ran up to him, wagging his tail and sniffing his boots enthusiastically. The cats, less impressed, scattered into hiding.

“Well, at least you’re a friendly little guy,” Mark muttered, crouching down to pat Axel’s head.

He gathered up Axel’s food, water dish, and a few toys, making sure the puppy had what he needed. Then, with some difficulty, he coaxed the cats into carriers he found tucked in a corner.

As he carried them all out to his truck, Mark glanced back at the trailer. “This place is no home for you, kid,” he said softly, looking at Axel.

Axel didn’t understand, of course. He just wagged his tail, ready for the next adventure, as Mark loaded him into the passenger seat.

The ride back to Mark’s house was a short one, but for Axel, it was a thrilling new experience. He had never been in a car before, and his excitement was palpable. He pressed his nose against the window, his little pink tongue flicking out as he tried to take in all the unfamiliar scents. Mark glanced over at him with a soft chuckle.

“You’re something else, kid,” Mark said, shaking his head as he turned into his driveway.

Inside, Mark quickly set up a cozy little bed for Axel next to the couch. He rummaged through the kitchen and found an old dish to serve as a water bowl, filling it to the brim and placing it nearby. The cats, wary of their new home, stayed high on the furniture, their eyes glowing in the dim light as they observed Axel curiously.

“All right, gang,” Mark said, scratching his head. “Let’s hope this arrangement works out.”

Axel, oblivious to the tension, eagerly explored his new surroundings. He sniffed every corner, his tail wagging furiously. Eventually, he settled into his bed, chewing on a squeaky toy Mark had dug up from under the couch cushions. Satisfied that everyone was as settled as they were going to be, Mark turned off the lights and fell asleep on the couch, the faint sound of Axel’s happy chewing lulling him into slumber.

The next morning, the harsh reality of Annie’s situation hit her like a ton of bricks as a corrections officer’s voice echoed through the cell block.

“Wake up! Time for breakfast!”

Annie groaned, her body aching as the symptoms of withdrawal began to take hold. She shuffled out of her cell and joined the line of inmates moving toward the cafeteria. Breakfast was a sad-looking tray of powdered eggs, a biscuit, and watery orange juice, but Annie forced herself to eat. She knew she needed her strength for what was coming.

After breakfast, Annie and a group of other inmates—both men and women, including Tony—were escorted to a small room for video court. They sat in rows of metal chairs, their wrists cuffed, as each name was called.

The first few cases were minor offenses: petty theft, public intoxication, disorderly conduct. Those inmates received small fines, community service, or were released on their own recognizance. The mood shifted when the more serious cases came up—repeat offenders, drug charges, and domestic disputes.

When Tony’s name was called, he stood and shuffled forward, his face impassive.

“Mr. Conner,” the judge began, looking over his file, “you’ve been charged with possession of drug paraphernalia. Given your prior record, I’m sentencing you to 30 days in the county jail, followed by probation and mandatory drug counseling.”

Tony nodded, his jaw clenched, and was led back to his seat. Next, it was Annie’s turn.

“Ms. Kemper,” the judge said, her tone firm but not unkind. “You’ve been charged with possession of a controlled substance. I’m sentencing you to 30 days in jail, probation, and mandatory drug classes. Consider this your chance to turn your life around.”

Annie nodded, the weight of her choices settling heavily on her shoulders as she returned to her seat.

Later that afternoon, Tony relayed the news to Mark during a brief phone call. “Judge gave me 30 days and probation,” he said. “Annie got the same. .”

Mark sighed on the other end. “Well, that’s better than what I expected. I’ll take care of Axel. I’ll figure out something for the cats. They’ll be fine—don’t worry about it.”

Back at Mark’s house, Axel was settling in nicely. The little pup found endless fascination in exploring the nooks and crannies of his new home. He discovered a stack of old newspapers under the coffee table and gleefully shredded them, earning a stern but amused “Hey, knock it off!” from Mark.

Axel loved the backyard the most. The open space was perfect for running, and he spent hours chasing his tail and barking at squirrels that chattered from the trees. Mark often worked on cars in the driveway, and Axel would sit nearby, tilting his head as if trying to understand the intricacies of mechanics.

But Axel’s absolute favorite thing about his new life was the group of kids who lived in the house behind Mark’s. Every afternoon, they’d gather in their yard to play, and Axel would race to the fence, barking excitedly.

“You wanna play, boy?” one of the kids, a freckle-faced boy named Lucas, would call. Mark, with a soft spot for the neighborhood kids, often let them take Axel out for adventures.

Kickball quickly became Axel’s favorite. Though he didn’t understand the rules, he loved chasing the ball as the kids kicked it across the yard. He’d grab it in his mouth and run in circles, the kids laughing as they tried to catch him.

On weekends, the kids would take Axel to the creek a few blocks away. The pup loved splashing through the shallow water, barking excitedly as minnows darted around his paws. The kids taught him how to look for crayfish, though Axel’s method of shoving his nose into the water often ended with a startled yelp when a crayfish latched onto his lip. Despite the occasional pinch, Axel couldn’t get enough of the creek, bounding back into the water with unbridled enthusiasm.
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As the sun set on another adventure-filled day, Axel flopped onto his bed, exhausted but content. Mark watched him from the couch, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

“you’re a good boy,” he said, tossing Axel a treat before settling back into his crossword puzzle.
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Annie’s days in jail blurred into a monotonous routine of boredom and discomfort. The same gruel for meals, the same cold concrete walls, and the same stale air day after day. It was maddening, yet familiar. She hated it, but she was used to it.

Inmates would shuffle about their daily tasks—cleaning, playing cards, gossiping about who was getting out next or who had been brought in. Annie tried to blend in, avoiding too much attention, but her sharp tongue occasionally got her into arguments. Still, for the most part, she kept her head down and counted the days until her release.

She passed much of her time reminiscing about her freedom, her next fix, and the people she used to know on the outside. And that’s when she thought of Bobby Christopher.

Bobby was a junkie Annie barely tolerated. He had a face only a mother could love, and even that was debatable. His teeth looked like they had been sculpted by termites, and his breath could clear a room. He was clingy, needy, and painfully annoying. But what he lacked in charm, he made up for with his wallet. Bobby had a habit of spending his money freely, especially on Annie.

The last time Annie was in jail, Bobby had been her lifeline. He visited her, put money on her books, and even brought her gifts when she got out. She had tried, briefly, to date him, if only to make the most of his devotion. It lasted all of three hours before his incessant whining, awkward behavior, and incessant need for validation drove her up the wall.

"I can't do this," she’d told him, shoving him out the door of her trailer. "You’re too much. Go annoy someone else."

But Bobby was nothing if not persistent. He kept showing up, buying crack from her, and hoping she’d change her mind. Annie didn’t care about his feelings
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