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For every kid and grown-up who has walked alongside Ethan and Rusty, from the first paw prints to the ones that follow into new places. May you always discover that even one loyal friend—even a furry one— can bring light to every journey. 
And to my own furry baby girl — thank you for reminding me every day what unconditional love looks like.
 
Christie Mathew

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
Change can take many things away.
But love always finds a way to stay.
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Chapter 1 

Better Days
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It had been six months since the last time Ethan heard someone call him “Slow Ethan.”
Six whole months of quiet hallways, steady grades, and laughter that didn’t carry the sharp edge of mockery. Sometimes he still caught himself glancing over his shoulder, half-expecting Kyle and his friends to appear with another cruel joke. But they never did. Somewhere along the way, they’d simply stopped caring.
And for the first time in a long time, Ethan didn’t either.

He walked home from school with Ben most afternoons now, their backpacks bouncing against their sides, their conversation spilling over with talk of soccer games, half-finished video game levels, and inside jokes that didn’t need much explaining anymore. Sometimes, they’d race the last block to Ethan’s house just to see who Rusty would run to first.

It was always a tie.

The moment Ethan’s sneakers hit the front walk that day, a brown blur shot across the yard. Rusty’s bark cracked through the quiet neighbourhood like laughter, his tail spinning so fast it looked ready to lift him off the ground.

Ethan bent down, bracing himself for the familiar collision. Rusty hit his chest with both paws, nearly knocking him backward, and Ethan laughed, grabbing handfuls of fur. “Missed me, huh?”

Rusty’s tongue answered before Ethan could move out of the way. “Okay, okay! That’s enough—ugh, Rusty!” He tried to dodge the slobbery affection, but Rusty wasn’t having it. He kept licking, his tail thumping against the porch with a rhythm of pure joy.

Ben laughed from the gate. “I swear; he gets more dramatic every time.”

“Jealous,” Ethan shot back, ruffling Rusty’s ears.

“Of the dog? Not a chance.” Ben grinned, but his tone was warm.

Rusty bounded over to him next, tail wagging like a drumbeat. Ben crouched to scratch under his chin. “Hey, buddy. You keeping him out of trouble?”

Ethan snorted. “You mean keeping me out of trouble or you?”

Rusty barked once, as if he had an opinion on both.

They stayed outside for a while, tossing Rusty’s faded tennis ball back and forth across the yard. The sun slanted low, catching the red highlights in Rusty’s fur and painting the grass gold. The air smelled faintly of lilacs from the bushes near the fence. It was one of those afternoons that seemed to stretch on forever, unhurried and peaceful, like the world had decided to give them a break.

Ethan sank onto the porch step, breathing in the late-spring air. Rusty dropped the ball at his feet and flopped down beside him, panting happily. His head landed on Ethan’s knee, heavy and comforting.

Ben sprawled on the grass, arms behind his head. “You ever think about how different it all is now?”

Ethan glanced at him. “What do you mean?”

“Just... everything. School. You.” Ben smiled faintly. “You used to keep your head down all the time. Now you actually talk back to teachers and stuff.”

Ethan chuckled. “That’s not bravery, that’s stupidity.”

“Yeah, but it’s a good kind of stupid,” Ben said. “The kind that gets you noticed.”

Ethan looked down at Rusty, whose tail thumped lazily against the porch. “Guess I just got tired of hiding.”

Ben nodded, understanding more than words could fill. They sat in companionable silence for a while, watching clouds drift by, listening to the hum of distant lawnmowers and the occasional bark from somewhere down the street.

Eventually, Ben pushed himself up. “Mom’s gonna kill me if I’m late for dinner again.”

Ethan smirked. “Tell her Rusty ate your homework.”

Ben grinned. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” He reached down to give Rusty one last pat. “See you tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “Same time.”

As Ben disappeared down the sidewalk, Ethan watched the fading sunlight glint off his friend’s glasses until he turned the corner. The quiet that followed wasn’t lonely—it was peaceful. Rusty shifted beside him, resting his chin on Ethan’s shoe, his breathing slow and steady.

Ethan leaned back on his hands and let out a long breath. “Guess it’s just us again, huh, buddy?”

Rusty’s tail wagged once in agreement.

Inside, the house hummed with the soft sounds of evening: the dishwasher running, the faint clatter of pots in the kitchen, the low murmur of his parents’ voices. The smells of dinner drifted out through the open window—garlic, tomato sauce, and something buttery that made Ethan’s stomach growl.

He gave Rusty a gentle nudge. “Come on. Let’s eat before Mom thinks we’ve been abducted.”

Rusty barked and bounded ahead, skidding across the tile floor as Ethan followed, laughing.

His mom looked up from the stove, a wooden spoon in hand. “Hey, sweetheart. Good day?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, sliding into his usual seat. “We finished our science project, and Rusty didn’t bark at the mailman this week, so I’d say that’s a win.”

“Progress!” she said, smiling.

Rusty plopped down beside the table, gazing up with practiced innocence. His tail gave a slow, hopeful wag.

“Don’t even think about it,” Dad warned from behind his newspaper. “Last time, he got half my steak.”

Rusty blinked as if he didn’t know what Dad was talking about. Ethan snickered. “He’s not begging, Dad. He’s just... supervising.”

Dinner passed in easy conversation—one of those rare nights where everything felt perfectly ordinary. No raised voices, no awkward silences, no heavy thoughts weighing down the table. Ethan talked about school, about Ben’s obsession with the new game they were saving up for, about the class hamster that had escaped and caused chaos that morning.

When he laughed, it was easy and unforced.

Afterward, while his parents washed dishes, Ethan took Rusty outside again. The sun had slipped below the rooftops, leaving the sky streaked with pink and violet. The air was cool, touched by the scent of rain from the night before. Fireflies blinked lazily in the tall grass near the fence.

Ethan tossed the tennis ball once more, watching Rusty tear across the yard after it, barking with uncontained joy. “You’re crazy,” he called out, smiling.

Rusty returned, panting, dropping the ball at Ethan’s feet again.

“Again? You don’t get tired, do you?” Ethan threw it anyway. Rusty sprinted off like lightning, and Ethan felt a small tug in his chest—a mix of gratitude and awe. How had this scrappy stray from an alley turned into this? His best friend. His confidence. His constant reminder that love didn’t have to be complicated to be real.

When Rusty returned again, Ethan crouched down, brushing his fingers through his dog’s fur. It was softer now, richer in color, warm under his hand. “You know,” he murmured, “I think we’re doing pretty good, you and me. Ben too. Finally feels like... things are normal.”

Rusty tilted his head, as if listening. His eyes glinted in the fading light, reflecting the orange of the setting sun.

Ethan smiled faintly. “Don’t look at me like that. You know what I mean.”

Rusty licked his hand, then leaned against him, his body warm and solid. Ethan laughed softly and sat down on the grass. Above them, the first stars blinked awake, tiny and fragile against the deepening blue.

For a while, they just sat there—the boy and
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