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[image: ]he big dog was pacing, pacing. She moved in a steady loping trot around the small house. She made one circle with her nose to the ground. She made another testing the air.

From time to time she ran onto the front porch of the house and checked up there.

Then she went back to circling again.

She ran without pause. She seemed to run without effort, too. She didn’t pant. She didn’t slow her pace. The big dog just kept running.

Her silky reddish-gold fur rippled with each step. Her eyes were dark with knowing. She had been alone and lonely for so long. She had been waiting for so long.

When would someone see her?

At last, she stopped in front of the house. She sat, pointed her soft muzzle at the summer sky, and howled. The cry drifted out and out.

Away from the empty house.

Away from the empty cement mill that stood like a sentinel over the scene.

Into the empty blue sky.

The big dog cocked her head, waiting for some kind of reply.

When no response came, she went back to pacing.

Pacing.

Pacing.
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Delsie and Todd sat on the curb in front of the grocery store.

Delsie scuffed her feet in the gravel that had gathered in the gutter. She scooped some into her hand and let it trickle between her fingers.

Panning for gold, she thought. We could pan for gold.

But when she looked over at Todd, she didn’t say it.

He seemed to have run out of patience with her ideas. And maybe she had run out of good ideas, too.

Just as they had run out of summer.

Here it was Labor Day weekend. School started in three days. And they had nothing better to do than sit on the curb in front of her parents’ grocery store.

Bug, Todd’s small black and tan dog, lay at their feet, panting. Apparently, he didn’t have any good ideas, either.

Delsie lifted the little dog onto her lap. “Why did they name you Bug?” she asked him. “You’re too cute to be called Bug.”

It was an old complaint. When Bug was a new pup, Delsie had wanted to call him Shadow. That was what he looked like, a glossy black shadow with sunlight peeking out. His reddish-brown paws, his reddish-brown muzzle, and his sweet reddish-brown eyebrows were the sunlight. Mostly, though, he was shadow.

“Because his eyes are buggy,” Todd answered, though she’d been talking to Bug, not to him. “Anyway, Ryan named him.” Ryan was one of Todd’s brothers.

Todd had three older brothers. He had everything, really. Three older brothers. A dog. Two cats. He even had hamsters that kept making new hamsters until Todd and his brothers had to go all over town begging people to adopt them.

Delsie didn’t have any brothers or sisters. She didn’t have any pets, either. She didn’t even have a hamster. “No dogs,” Delsie’s dad said. “No cats. No hamsters. No guinea pigs. No bunny rabbits. No little white mice. No groundhogs. I’m allergic.”

Delsie’s dad liked making jokes, though Delsie didn’t think that one was very funny.

She had never asked for a groundhog.

Delsie rubbed inside one of Bug’s floppy ears. He leaned into her hand and groaned with pleasure.

Bug was an odd-looking dog. His long, fringed tail was elegant. His snub nose was comical. They seemed like ends that belonged on two different dogs.

“Maybe he should have been called Prince,” she said. “Or Clown. Just about anything would have been better than Bug.”

Behind them, Delsie’s father emerged from the store with a broom.

“Waiting for a taxi?” he asked.

That was a joke, too. Milton was a very small town. It had one grocery store, one school, and one old cement mill on the edge of town. The mill had shut down before Delsie and Todd were born. There were two churches and two taverns, too. (“One tavern for each church,” Delsie’s dad always said.)

No taxis.

Todd laughed, but Delsie didn’t. She just said, “We’re bored. We need something to do. Something spectacular.”

“You could sweep the walk,” her dad offered, holding out the broom. “A clean walk is always spectacular.”

Delsie usually liked helping out around her parents’ store. But not today, with the sun shining so brightly and the summer almost gone.

She kissed the top of Bug’s head and ignored the broom.

Todd jumped up and took it. He would have stood on his head for Delsie’s dad if he’d asked him to. Todd’s father had moved to another state and rarely called.

“I wish I could have a dog,” Delsie said. She said it loudly enough for her father to hear as he headed back inside the store.

Her father didn’t slow his stride as he said over his shoulder, “No dogs. No cats. No hamsters—”

Delsie interrupted. “I know. No groundhogs, either. You’re allergic.”

“Right!” her father said. The bell over the door jangled as the door fell closed.

Todd began sweeping, though there wasn’t much on the walk except more gravelly dust.
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Delsie stayed where she was. She rubbed Bug’s other ear, and he groaned some more. How she wished she could have a dog of her own! Any kind of dog would do. Even one named Bug!

Maybe she could get a dog without any fur, if there was such a thing. If a dog didn’t have any fur, would it still make her father sneeze?

Delsie didn’t much mind being an only child. She didn’t have to put up with teasing, except for her dad’s. She didn’t have to share her bedroom. She didn’t have to watch her birthday cake disappear before she’d had seconds. Todd had to do all those things.

But while being an only child was okay, being a dogless one wasn’t.

There seemed to be hardly a moment in Delsie’s life when she wasn’t longing for a dog. She missed having one most when she was waiting to fall asleep at night.

That was when she pretended her dog was there, snuggled in close beside her. She even slept on the very edge of her bed to make sure her dog had enough room. (It would be a girl dog, she’d decided.)

Delsie gave Bug a hard squeeze. He said “Ooomph,” and squirmed away. The street was empty, but still she looped her hand through his leash to keep him close.

Billows of dust rose from Todd’s sweeping. Delsie got up to move out of the way with Bug.

“Is that all you’re going to do?” she asked. “Sweep my dad’s walk?”

“Do you have a better idea?” Todd said.

That was the problem, though, and Todd knew it. She was out of ideas.

She scrambled through her brain for something. “We could check out the ghost houses,” she said after a thorough search. She didn’t know where that idea had come from. Had it been lurking in a dark corner?

Todd stopped sweeping. He studied her, his eyes narrowed. “Are you serious?” he asked.

She hadn’t been. Not really. But the look on Todd’s face made her suddenly determined.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m serious. Why not?”

She waited for him to tell her it was a dumb idea.

The truth was she knew it was dumb. Every kid in town had been told not to hang around the empty old houses by the mill.

But Todd surprised her. “Okay.” He took one last swish at the walk and leaned the broom against the storefront. “The ghost houses it is,” he said. “Let’s go.”

It had been her idea. What could Delsie do but follow?
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