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prologue
the first clue 

Before Camp Catalina’s first-ever boy-girl dance, all anyone could talk about was the big night.

Here’s what it sounded like in my bunk. (I could tell you who said what, but there’s no point. We all talked like this.)

“We’re lucky the boys’ camp is coming here. Having the dance on our turf will be so much better.”

“What if a boy I don’t like asks me to dance?”

“Dance with him, anyway. It’s better to dance with a boy you don’t like than with no boy at all.”

“But what if he’s funny looking?”

“It’ll be dark.”

“What if he smells bad?”

“Bad like he’s been chewing on garlic? Or bad like he’s just stepped in dog poop?”

“Either one.”

“Just make sure to breathe through your mouth and not through your nose.”

“Or pretend like you didn’t understand the question and run.”

We went on like that for three weeks straight.

My bunk was in charge of planning the dance, and we took our job very seriously. We spent three whole days in arts and crafts making a disco ball out of mirrored tiles and a Styrofoam globe. Then we auditioned our five favorite counselors to see who’d make the best DJ.

On the night of the dance, we pushed the cafeteria chairs and tables out of the way to make space for a dance floor. We decorated the room with streamers and decorated ourselves with cool outfits, cherry flavored lip gloss, and glittery eye shadow.

We looked fabulous. Like movie stars, even. The speakers vibrated with a perfect mix of oldies, pop and hip-hop. We tried out our goofy new dance moves, wolfed down pretzels, and sipped punch. It was a blast. Fantastic. Some even called it blast-tastic. But that was all before the boys showed up.

They filed off their bus, messy-haired and slouchy. Every single one of them wore regular old shorts or jeans and ratty T-shirts.

Once inside, they stood in one corner in an unfriendly, lumpy clump. Instead of dancing, they pushed each other around. Rather than eat our food, they threw it at one another. Then they tore down our streamers. Or maybe that happened after their group wrestling match. It’s hard to keep track. At some point, a bunch of them snuck out and threw eggs at our cabins. No one realized it until after they’d left, so we got stuck cleaning up their mess.

Those middle school boys acted like a pack of wild dogs. But I didn’t know it then. And by the time I figured it out, it was almost too late.
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chapter one 
a slobbery surprise 

Summer was officially over. There would be no more swimming, snorkeling, or bodysurfing in the cool blue waves. No more relay races, and no more circling the campfire to sing songs and toast marshmallows.

For eight whole weeks, the world of school and homework and chores had been replaced with nonstop fun. Sometimes at camp, I smiled so much that by the end of the day my face hurt. But I wasn’t smiling now. Our ferryboat from Catalina Island had landed, the parking lot was already crowded with parents, and I just spotted my mom.

“I can’t believe this is it,” Mia said as we filed off the boat. Her voice sounded strained and her eyes filled with tears. Mia cried last summer when we were only saying good-bye to camp, not good-bye for real. 

I’m the one who should have been crying. While I was away at camp, my mom moved in with her boyfriend, Ted. That meant I moved, too.

Sophia huffed out a small breath. “Stop crying,” she said. “We’ll still see Annabelle next Saturday.”

Sometimes Sophia is a little bossy, but Mia and I were used to it. The three of us had been best friends since kindergarten.

I hugged Sophia and said, “I’ll miss you.”

“Call me when you get there.”

“Sure thing,” I promised, since it’s never a good idea to argue with Sophia.

“As soon as you walk inside.”

“Will do.”

Next, I hugged Mia, who smelled like bug spray. “Call me right after,” she said. “And good luck with Dweeble.”

Dweeble is my secret name for Ted. It’s only fitting, since his last name is Weeble, and he’s the dweebiest guy I know. Example? The first time I met Ted he had a giant spaghetti sauce stain on his shirt. He and my mom had gone out for Italian food, and I guess he spilled. So basically, my mom just moved in with a man who needs to eat with a bib.

They’ve been together for over a year, but at least they’re not getting married—yet. They want to try living together first, to see how it goes. I can tell them right now that it’s not going well. Not for me, anyway. 

“Bye!” my friends called.

“See you later.” I waved back, but it didn’t seem right. I said the same thing last summer, when we all knew we’d see each other less than a week later in school. But those days were over now.

When I reached my mom, she bent down and squeezed me tight. “Welcome home, Annabelle.”

Her curly blond hair smelled like coconut shampoo. I didn’t let go right away because despite it all, I’d missed her, too.

Still, we didn’t linger in the parking lot. Mom wanted to get home and I didn’t want to start crying. So I said fast good-byes to my counselor, Jane, and to the rest of the girls from my cabin. Then we found my two overstuffed duffel bags and hauled them over to Mom’s car.

“Wait until you see the new house. You’ll love it,” Mom said as we loaded my things into the trunk.

I watched Mia and Sophia head over to Mia’s dad’s car, at the other end of the parking lot. Their matching dark braids reminded me of the thick rope we used to tie the kayaks to the camp dock.

My hair is blond and straight and too thin to hold a braid. It hardly stays in a ponytail.

“Did you hear me?” asked my mom.

I nodded. “I already saw the new house.” Did she forget that she and Ted took me there the week before I left for camp?

“Yes, but now all of our stuff is in it, so it looks even better.”

“Mine and your stuff? Or yours and Ted’s?”

“All of our stuff,” she replied, like it was that simple. “Although there’s still plenty of unpacking to do.” 

“Lucky me,” I mumbled.

Mom pretended like she didn’t hear. She keeps trying to convince me that the move isn’t a big deal. And for her, it’s not. The new house is in Westlake, almost thirty miles away from our old apartment. She still gets to have her same job, teaching tenth grade English at North Hollywood High School. Plus, she can drive anywhere she wants. I’m only eleven, and my bicycle is so rusty it squeaks whenever I pedal.

I slouched down in my seat and looked out the window.

“Are those new shorts?” my mom asked.

I fingered the frayed edge of the cutoffs. “Mia let me borrow them because all my stuff was dirty.”

“That was nice of her.”

I shrugged. “She probably just felt sorry for me.”

No comment from my mom, not that I was surprised.

We had a fight about cutoffs before I left for camp. I’m not allowed to make my jeans into shorts. Mom says it’s a waste of fabric. If I want shorts, she’ll buy me shorts. But if she’s going to spend money on jeans, they have to stay jeans.

Now she sighed and said, “Oh, Annabelle. Try and have a good attitude about this. Think of it as a big adventure. You get to go to a new school.”

“Where I know no one.”

“And we get to live in a house. That’s much better than an apartment. Wait until you see the tomato plants I put in the backyard. Soon we’ll have fresh vegetables growing in our very own garden. Can you believe it?”

“Tomatoes are a fruit.”

I leaned forward and turned on the radio, but Mom kept talking.

“I know you liked St. Catherine’s, but this really is for the best.”

When I didn’t say anything, Mom finally got the hint and stopped talking.

An hour later, we were in the new neighborhood. Too soon, we turned onto Clemson Court, our new street. It’s called a cul-de-sac, which is a fancy word for dead end. All the houses around here looked the same. Each had two stories, a redbrick chimney attached to one side, and a square patch of grass out front. There were no stores or gas stations or cool places to walk to—just house after house after identical house.

“Get ready for a surprise,” my mom said as we got closer.

Her voice was singsongy, like she had a secret she couldn’t wait to tell me. But my mom can’t keep secrets, and I’m never surprised. Not on my birthday or even at Christmas. I always know what I’m getting. All I had to do was wait and she’d spill the beans.

Of course, today I didn’t even have to wait. I’d already figured out what she got me—a basketball hoop. Two houses on our new street already had hoops above their garages. When I’d first noticed, I asked my mom if I could get one, too. She’d said, “We’ll see,” in this happy way that made me think she definitely planned on buying me one.

Even though I had to leave my friends behind, a small part of me—maybe the size of my pinky toe— was excited about having my own driveway where I could shoot hoops. We didn’t have our own driveway at the old apartment, just a parking space in a dark underground lot. Sometimes I took my ball to the park, but usually the courts there were filled with guys from the high school—the kind of guys who liked to swear and spit. No way would I ever ask them to share a court.

But when we pulled up to the house, I didn’t see a hoop. I figured it must be inside. “Can I draw a half court on the driveway if I use erasable chalk?” I asked. Our new driveway was covered in blacktop, the perfect surface for dribbling. If only it didn’t slope so much.

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “Why would you need a half court?” she asked.

“Come on. I know you got me a basketball hoop.” 

Rather than answer me, she just sighed a little.

And then I knew that I wasn’t getting a basketball hoop. That there was some other surprise waiting for me, and for once, my mom wasn’t going to give it up. 

As we walked inside, my stomach felt fluttery, like it did whenever I got nervous before some big test.

I followed Mom into the kitchen, where we found Dweeble peeling potatoes over the sink. His beard was thicker than how I remembered it, and the bright light from above bounced off his bald head in a way that wasn’t exactly attractive.

I didn’t want to hug him or anything. It was weird enough seeing him in what was supposed to be our kitchen. Yellow tile covered the floors and countertops, and I know for a fact that my mother can’t stand the color yellow. She thinks it’s the most stress-inducing color of the rainbow. When I told her I didn’t believe colors could induce stress, she insisted there was scientific research to back it up, and literature, too. But I’ll bet she never complained to Dweeble about the color.

“Annabelle. Welcome back. How was camp?” Dweeble’s voice seemed too big for the room. He’s over six feet tall. I’m short for my age, anyway, but next to Dweeble, I feel extra shrimpy. Luckily, he just stood there, and didn’t move in for a hug.

“It was fun,” I replied, trying—and failing—to keep from smiling. Camp was way better than just fun, but I didn’t feel like gushing.

“We missed you around here.”

I wasn’t going to lie and say I missed him too, so I stayed quiet. Not bothered by the silence, Dweeble went right on talking. “Wait until you try my famous mashed potatoes. They’ll knock your socks off.”

“I’m not wearing socks,” I told him, pointing to my pale blue flip-flops.

“Well, you’re lucky,” he replied.

Before I could ask him how any potato could be famous, I heard a strange yelping sound. It seemed to be coming from the back of the house.

“What’s that noise?” I asked.

Dweeble turned to my mom and asked, “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

“I told you I wasn’t going to,” she said.

“Yes, but I know how you are about keeping secrets,” he teased.

So he knew, too. I didn’t like that.

The sliding glass door rattled in its frame, and the noise grew louder. It sounded like something outside was trying to get in. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“I’ll be right back.” Dweeble dropped a soon-to-be-famous potato into a bowl and then walked to the back of the house. A second later I heard the door open and then, very clearly, a bark, which made no sense at all.

Neither did what happened next: a gigantic blur of fur charged at me and jumped up, planting two scruffy paws in the softest part of my stomach. Something wet hit my chin. OOF!

I stumbled and fell on the floor.

The kitchen tile was cold and hard but I barely noticed. Not with this crazy, hyper dog in my lap. Its little pink mouth panted warm, stinky animal breath as it licked my face.

“Get it off!” I said, laughing and holding my hands up to protect my face.

Every time I tried to scramble out of the way the dog moved, too. It just wouldn’t leave me alone. Its tongue felt wet and its fur tickled my neck. I couldn’t help but giggle.

Dweeble chuckled his dweeby chuckle.

Silly, happy tears streamed down Mom’s face. “Surprise!” she cried.

“You got me an attack dog?” I asked, once I finally managed to climb to my feet.

The dog yapped like he was trying to tell me something.

“He’s not an attack dog,” Mom said. “He’s just a puppy. Isn’t he adorable?”

The puppy whipped his tail so hard, his whole backside wiggled. His fur was long and shaggy, and mostly black, with some small brown and white patches scattered around. He looked sort of like a tiny, furry cow, but with backward colors.

Mom jumped up and down and clapped little baby claps. “You should have seen your face. It was so hard to keep it a secret. I was dying to tell you the whole way home. But I’m so glad I didn’t.”

I looked from the dog to my mom.

“You mean we get to keep him?” I asked, crouching down to pet him.

“Of course,” she said. “You’ve been so great about the move. Ted and I decided that this would be a nice thing to do.”

The two of them beamed down at me, arm in arm. 

She and Ted decided? I didn’t like the sound of that.

And what was my mom thinking? We move in with her dweeby boyfriend, and all I get is a dog? Like that’s supposed to make up for everything?

“He’s part border collie and part Lab, we think,” said my mom.

“He might have some bulldog in him, as well,” Dweeble added. “Look at how large his paws are. That means he’s going to be really big.”

They both kept talking to fill up the silence, until finally my mom asked, “So what do you think?”

What did I think? I did the math in my head: Mom got a big boyfriend. They moved into this big house, and then found me a big dog. This all stunk of one thing: A Big Bribe.

I stood up. The puppy stared at me with large, honey-colored eyes.

More than anything, I wanted to keep on petting his soft fur, but I resisted. In fact, I tried to not even look at him.

“So?” asked my mom.

I crossed my arms over my chest and did my best to frown. “So does this mean I’m not getting a basketball hoop?”

“Oh, honey,” said Mom, which I guess meant no.

“This little guy is much better than a basketball hoop,” Dweeble tried.

“And you’ve always wanted a dog,” Mom reminded me.

“I have?” I asked.

“Of course. You begged me for one when you were six. Right after your grandmother took you to see 101 Dalmatians. Remember?” She sounded worried.

“Kind of,” I said, even though I really did remember. “I’ll bet every kid wants a dog after she sees 101 Dalmatians. After I saw Babe I wanted a pig.”

“I’ve always wanted to get you a dog, Annabelle. You know that. It’s just that the old apartment was too small, and now we have this big, fenced-in yard.” 

Exactly. That big yard totally meshed with my Big Bribe theory.

“We were going to take you to pick one out yourself,” said Dweeble. “But when we visited the shelter two days ago your mother fell in love with this guy.”

“I just couldn’t leave without him. And I wanted to surprise you, too,” Mom added.

Not only was I surprised . . . I was also surprised about being surprised. And guess what? It turns out I don’t like surprises. Not even cute, fluffy ones.

“You can name him,” said Dweeble. “We’ve been calling him Stripe, but that’s just temporary.”

“Stripe?” I asked.

“Because he has spots.”

I said nothing. Dweeble’s smile faded ever so slightly.

“It’s supposed to be funny,” he said.

If there were an award for the worst sense of humor ever, Dweeble would win first prize. I looked to my mom for help. She patted my shoulder. “You don’t have to name him yet. Just think about it.”

The dog sniffed at the floor.

Mom crouched down and scratched him behind his ears. “You have to admit he is adorable.”

As I looked down at the cute, bouncy ball of fur, my heart went all melty. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It’s just, well, puppies have that effect on me. Still, I struggled to hold my ground. It wouldn’t be fair, making it that easy for Mom and Dweeble. Yes, they got me a puppy with floppy ears, and a shiny black nose, and a bright pink tongue, and soft fur that I ached to stroke. But that didn’t make everything okay. What about my friends? And school? What about my whole life?

Mom stood up. The puppy begged for more attention but I refused to give in. And he must have gotten the idea, because the next thing I knew, he turned around and trotted out of the room.

“Where’s he going?” Dweeble asked.

“Don’t know.” I patted the pockets on my cutoffs. “He gave me a map but I must have misplaced it.”

“Very funny,” Mom said, as the three of us followed the puppy down the hall.

He moved fast, turning left into the den. We were right on his tail. Well, not literally on his tail, but really close.

Dweeble crouched down and patted his knees. “Come on, little guy. You don’t want to stay in here. This room is a mess.”

Only Dweeble would try to reason with a dog like he was a person.

Not that Stripe paid him any attention. I was starting to like this little puppy.

“We haven’t unpacked in here, yet,” my mom explained.

Stripe sniffed at a stack of boxes, then made his way over to a fancy-looking rug with a three-legged table on top. He sniffed the table and then tilted his nose up to sniff the large, leafy plant sitting on its edge.

“Careful!” cried Dweeble. I guess he was scared Stripe would knock over the table. But Stripe didn’t. Dweeble did when he lunged forward to shoo Stripe out of the way.

As the table toppled the plant crashed to the floor. The clay pot split open and dirt spilled everywhere.

Startled by the noise, the puppy yelped and ran around in circles. Then he crouched down and peed. 

“Not on the Persian rug!” Dweeble cried.

Like Stripe cared where the rug came from.

Mom cringed and covered her eyes.

I covered my mouth with both hands so they wouldn’t see me laughing.

Stripe headed out of the room, leaving Dweeble and my mom with the mess. I ran after him, following him all the way to the sliding glass door at the back of the house.

He gazed out at the yard, then looked up at me. “You have opposable thumbs,” he seemed to be telling me. “So what are you waiting for?”

We both headed outside. The puppy sniffed the new tomato plants, while I checked out the rest of the yard. The entire space was enclosed within a wall of tan concrete bricks, stacked high over my head. I couldn’t see the other backyards but I figured they all looked the same—mostly lawn with a small, cemented area by the door.

I sat down on the grass and leaned against the wall. Stripe took this as an invitation to come over and sniff me. Pretty soon he plopped down at my side. Since no one could see me, I stroked his coat. It felt so soft and silky I used both hands.

Mouth open, he panted. I guess the morning excitement wore him out.

The sun warmed my face. In the distance I saw rolling hills. Our old apartment had a view of the freeway, and we heard cars zoom past all day and night. I didn’t mind it so much, but I wouldn’t miss it, either. And okay, I’d never say so, but it felt nice having a real yard with grass and my own puppy.

When my mom came outside a minute later, I pulled my hand away and wrapped my arms around my knees, doing my best to look bored.

“There you are,” she said, handing me a book. “We got you a dog-training manual to teach you how to take care of Stripe, or whatever you decide to name him.”

“My gift comes with homework?” I asked.

“It’s not homework. It’ll be fun.”

Easy for her to say.

The book was called Good Dog! Raise Your Puppy Right. The cover showed three fluffy baby Labradors lined up along a white picket fence—one yellow, one brown, and one black. None of them looked like Stripe. Of course, Stripe didn’t look like any dog I’d ever seen. His large head seemed too big for his skinny body. And he wasn’t exactly spotted, since there was black fur in his white spots and white fur mixed into his black parts. Especially on his back, where he had a huge black and white patch that was almost heart-shaped.

I flipped past the introduction and read the first page out loud.
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I looked up and said, “Guess you and Ted should have read this a couple of days ago, huh?”

Mom just smiled at me, kind of sadly. “I know this is hard for you, Annabelle. So many big changes to deal with, and you’re being wonderful about it. I appreciate that. Please, though. Just give him a chance.”

I stared down at the book, not answering her. I couldn’t, because I didn’t know if she was talking about the new puppy or about Dweeble.
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chapter two 
new friends with weird hats 

You were supposed to call me as soon as you got to your new house,” Sophia said on the phone the next morning.

“I know, but yesterday was really busy. My mom and Dweeble got me a puppy.”

“No fair!” Sophia cried. “I want a puppy!”

“He is pretty cute,” I whispered. Sure, I was upstairs in my room, behind the closed door, but I needed to play it safe. I didn’t want Mom and Dweeble to hear how happy I was about Stripe. If they knew I liked him, they’d think their plan worked. That’s why I didn’t pet him when I’d come downstairs for breakfast. I just ate my cornflakes silently and then took the portable phone upstairs so I could call my friends.

“When my dad moved out of our house, all I got was a cat,” Sophia complained.

This was news to me. “When did you have a cat?” 

Sophia sighed. “Three years ago. We only got to keep her for a few days because then my dad came home, and he’s allergic.”

“So what happened?”

“We gave her to my mom’s cousin.”

I wondered what would happen if things didn’t work out with Mom and Dweeble. Who’d keep the puppy? Would we stay in this house, or move into another place? We couldn’t go back to our old apartment because there were already other people living there. But maybe if we asked nicely, they’d let us have it back.

“So how’s the house?” Sophia asked.

“It’s okay,” I said, even though it wasn’t. When I woke up this morning I got scared because I didn’t realize where I was at first. My old furniture looked small and shabby in my new room.

“Mia and I are meeting at the community pool. You should ask your mom to drive you over.”

I groaned. “She won’t do it. They’re organizing their closets all morning.”

“On the last day of summer?” asked Sophia.

“At least she’s taking me to the mall later to get some school clothes.”

“I’m so jealous. You don’t have to wear a uniform anymore. And you get to go to school with boys.”

Sophia has been obsessed with boys all summer and I don’t get why. As far as I could tell, boys weren’t so different from girls. Some were really nice and some were big jerks, and most were somewhere in between. And okay, this reasoning didn’t exactly explain the whole camp dance disaster, but I figured that was a fluke thing. Like, maybe those boys had too much sugar that day, or perhaps it was due to the full moon.

I didn’t bother trying to explain, though, because I knew Sophia would never understand.

When I heard my mom yelling from downstairs, I was actually glad I had an excuse to get off the phone. 

“Um, I have to go,” I said.

“Well, call me on Monday, after you get home from school, and don’t forget this time.”

“Okay.”

I found Stripe and my mom at the bottom of the steps, playing tug-of-war with one of her sandals. She was on her knees, pulling at her shoe with both hands.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine, but my new sandal is a mess.”

Since I didn’t want her to get any ideas about giving the puppy back, I crouched down and called, “Hey, Stripe. Come here, boy.”

The puppy was determined. His teeth stayed locked on the sandal and he jerked his head back and forth, trying to wrench it away from my mom.

“Here, Stripe,” I tried, again.

“He doesn’t know his name yet,” said Mom. “I don’t think so, anyway.”

“Maybe he just doesn’t like his name.”

Mom pulled until the leather ripped, and then she let go with a gasp.

Unfazed, Stripe took the sandal into the living room, and we followed. Chasing after the dog was our new hobby, I guess.

He hid under the coffee table, guarding the shoe like it was the only food he’d seen all week. I crouched down and started crawling closer, but Mom said, “Let him have it. It’s already ruined.”

“You sure?” I asked, standing up.

“Positive. He’ll get better once you start training him. I figured you could start right now, actually.”

This was news to me. “I can?” I asked.

“Yes, unless you’d rather help unpack. It’s your choice.”

Some choice. I sighed an exaggerated sigh and said, “Fine.”

Then I ran upstairs and got the book. It was pretty thick, which meant Stripe had a lot to learn. I sat down on my bed and started reading.
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“Stripe, no,” I said in my normal voice. I had to admit, it didn’t sound exactly strong or convincing. “Stripe, no!” I repeated, louder this time, although maybe that was too loud. I didn’t want him to think I was mad at him. I tried a few more times, until my mom poked her head in the room and asked me what was wrong.

“Nothing,” I informed her.

“Then why were you yelling?”

“I’m just practicing my dog-speak.” I held up the book to remind her. “You’re the one who told me to do this, remember?”

“Oh, yes. Carry on.” She answered me in her “British butler” voice. Mom and I both do that sometimes when we’re alone. I’m not sure why.
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So far these training tips seemed simple enough. 

I flipped ahead to the chapter called “A Walk in the Park.”
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According to the book, I had to get Stripe comfortable wearing the leash before I actually tried to walk him somewhere. I also needed to prove to him that walking with me was fun. This is where the bribery kicked in. If I called Stripe over, and praised him and gave him a treat once he came, he’d learn that listening to me was a good thing.

This all made sense. Figuring it was time to practice on a real dog, I closed the book and grabbed Stripe’s leash. Then I pocketed a bunch of dog biscuits and went to find him. He was out back, digging up one of Mom’s new tomato plants.

“Stop it!” I said, rushing over. “Hey, Stripe, cut it out! You can’t do things like that! Mom’s going to be mad.”

My dog ignored me. Pretty soon I realized why. My voice was totally weak, and I used too many words.

“Stripe, no!” I spoke firmly this time. “Stop.”

Now he looked up at me, tilting his head, like he was confused. Clearly he didn’t understand what I was saying, but at least he seemed to know I was talking to him.

“Come,” I said, figuring that was all it would take. 

Stripe turned back to his hole and dug more furiously this time.

Oh, well. So much for that.

“Stop!” I called again. This time I pulled a biscuit out of my pocket, got closer, and waved it in front of his face. That sure got his attention.

Stripe’s nose twitched as he sniffed at the biscuit with hungry eyes. Before he could take a bite, I walked backward.

Stripe watched the biscuit intently. Crouching low, he crept closer on mud-caked paws. I kept walking and Stripe kept following, more focused than ever.

I didn’t stop moving until we were halfway across the lawn. “Good boy,” I said, and fed him the biscuit, getting my fingers nice and slobbery in the process. 

Stripe gulped it down and headed straight back to the plants.

Well, this was going to take some work. It’s a good thing I didn’t have anything better to do.

I called Stripe again. He looked up at me, but then decided that the plant was more interesting. Yes, my dog is more interested in a plant. Go me.

“Here, Stripe,” I repeated, holding out another biscuit.

He came bounding over and jumped on me. Bracing myself, I stretched my arm over my head to keep it away from him. When he finally calmed down, I let him eat the treat.

Since he stood so close to me, I clipped the leash to his collar. He was so focused on the snack, he didn’t even notice.

I led Stripe through the house to the front door. “Good boy,” I told him, as we headed outside.

We walked up and down the cul-de-sac. It wasn’t easy, because he stopped to sniff everything, and once he did notice he was on a leash he kept trying to get away from it. After a couple of trips, I sat down on the front lawn. Stripe plopped down next to me, resting his head on my leg. I guess all that training tired him out.

I put the leash around my wrist, just in case he got any ideas about running away. Not that I needed to. He stayed glued to my side like we were stuck together, courtesy of Elmer’s.

Soon, a girl turned onto the street and zoomed by on a purple bicycle. She was tall and skinny, and she had on rainbow-striped leggings underneath a jeans skirt, with a white T-shirt on top. It was a hot day, but for some reason she wore a red ski cap over her curly brown hair.

She didn’t look directly at me, but I could tell she noticed me, just by the way her head moved, ever so slightly, in my direction. When she got to the end of the cul-de-sac, she turned around and rode by again. 

Finally, when she passed me a third time, I called out, “Hey there.”

She kept riding like she didn’t hear me. But when she rode past our neighbor’s house she braked and planted her feet on the sidewalk. Looking over her shoulder she asked, “Did you say something?”

“I said hi,” I replied.

She got off her bicycle and walked it over. “Oh. I thought you said, ‘Hey there.’ ”

If she heard what I said the first time, I didn’t know why she bothered asking. Still, I wasn’t going to hold it against her. She was the first person to speak to me in the new neighborhood. (Mom and Dweeble didn’t count.)

She set her bike down on the lawn and pointed to Stripe. “Is that your dog?”

I shrugged. “Sort of.”

Stripe cocked his head and gazed at her. Maybe he wondered about her ski cap, too.

“What do you mean, sort of?”

“He’s more like a consolation prize. My mom is trying to bribe me into liking it here.”

“What’s his name?”

“Right now I’m calling him Stripe, but only until I think of something better. I just got him last night.”

“What grade are you in?” she asked.

“I’m going into sixth.”

“At Birchwood?”

I nodded.

“Me, too.” She pointed to the house across the street and said, “I live over there. Do you want to ride bikes or something?”

“I can’t,” I said. “I need to train the dog.”

“Train him to do what?”

“Um, pretty much everything.”

“Want some help?” she asked.

“Do you know anything about dogs?”

She shrugged. “I know I’m allergic, so I can’t get too close, but I do have a hamster named Fuzzball.”

Well, I figured that would have to do.

“I’m Annabelle.”

“I’m Rachel.”

“How come you’re wearing that hat?”

“I don’t want my hair to frizz on the first day of school,” she said. “And my mom won’t let me get it straightened until I turn thirteen, which is forever away.”

“Oh,” I said, since I didn’t really know what that meant. I’ve heard of girls getting perms, but I didn’t know what hair straightening was all about and I didn’t want to ask. Maybe it was one of those things I was supposed to know already.

“Is your hair naturally blond?” Her questions were pointed like her features. She had a sharp nose and a sharp chin. “My cousin Liz gets highlights.”

“It’s always been like this,” I said. “The color I mean. Sometimes I cut it shorter.”

That was a dumb thing to say, but I didn’t realize until it was too late.

Rachel didn’t seem to care though, since she still sat down next to me on the grass and said, “My mom won’t let me get highlights until I’m fifteen.”

Stripe tried to sniff her but I held him back, because I didn’t want her to sneeze or break out in hives or anything.

“So, where’d you move here from?” she asked.

“North Hollywood,” I said. “It’s about an hour away.”

“I know. I’ve been there,” Rachel said.

I had the feeling she was the type of girl who’d been lots of places, which was cool and kind of intimidating. Like when Sophia got to be in a focus group that tested the new Trident gum. She knew all about the improved packaging a whole year before it was available in stores. It doesn’t sound like a big deal, but she talked about it so much it kind of became a big deal.

“I’ve lived on this street ever since I was born. I’m glad you’re here now, because it’s been pretty boring so far.”

“My mom said there were tons of kids in this neighborhood.”

Rachel plucked a single blade of grass and tied it into a knot. “There are some, but no one good. My friend Yumi lives ten blocks away, but that’s kind of far, you know?”

I nodded, happy she thought I was good. At least I think that’s what she meant. And no, she didn’t know me yet. But obviously she thought I had potential.

“Hey, do you have your class schedule?” Rachel asked. “Because mine came in the mail last week.”

“I think it’s in the house, somewhere.”

“Well, go get it and I’ll get mine and meet you back here, okay?”

“Sure,” I said. We both stood up. Stripe rolled onto his back and looked at me like he wanted a belly rub. “Let’s go, buddy.” I gave his leash a short tug. It took some coaxing but eventually I got him inside.

Mom couldn’t find my schedule right away because our stuff was still only half unpacked. By the time I got back, Rachel was waiting for me, sitting cross-legged in the middle of our lawn. “Are you taking band?” she asked.

I looked down at my schedule, even though I knew I wasn’t. “No. I’m in chorus.”

“Oh, that’s cool. Band kids are mostly nerdy, with the exception of the drummers, and I’m going to play the drums.”

“Cool,” I said, hoping that chorus wasn’t nerdy as well. I wished I didn’t care, but these things matter.

“I already bought the sticks and I’ve been practicing on the bottom of my hamper all summer,” Rachel told me. “My mom wouldn’t let me bring them outside now because she’s afraid I’m going to lose them again. I’m already on my third pair.”

“I sing in the shower sometimes.”

It was supposed to be a joke—not a good one, I’ll admit. But Rachel didn’t take it that way. She tilted her head and blinked at me with her big brown eyes. “Really?” she asked.

“No,” I said, shrugging. “But I like to sing.” Our camp put on Grease this summer, and I got to play Sandy. I didn’t tell Rachel because I didn’t want to sound braggy. But I still kind of wished she knew.

We compared schedules. Turns out we had PE together, which met last period. And we had the same teacher for English, but my class met first and hers met right after lunch.

“That stinks,” said Rachel. “I hardly have any classes with people I know. But you and I have lunch together. Want to eat with me and my friends? We’re all meeting at my locker, right before.”

“Okay,” I said.

Just then someone called her name from across the street.

“That’s my mom. I’ve got to go.” Rachel stood up, so I did, too.

She climbed on to her bicycle. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

“Wait, where’s your locker?” I asked.

“It’s number eleven-oh-seven,” she said. “All the lockers are in one place, so you’ll find it pretty easily.” 

“Um, what are you wearing?” I asked.

“Jeans,” she said, like it wasn’t a big deal. So I figured jeans were what I should wear, too.

I went inside and told my mom I was ready to go shopping. The mall was much smaller than the one in North Hollywood, but we still found some cool stores. I got two pairs of jeans, a pair of capri pants, some brown leather sandals, and a few T-shirts. My favorite one came pre-softened. It was light pink with three blue stars across the front, perfect for the first day of school. I hoped.

My stomach ached so much I hardly ate dinner, even though we were having my favorite—macaroni and cheese. Mom and Dweeble had broccoli on the side, but she didn’t make me eat any of it. Another bribe, probably, but I wasn’t about to complain. Later that night, the grown-ups watched boring news in the living room on Dweeble’s gigantic flat-screen television.

“Can Stripe sleep in my room tonight?” I asked.

Dweeble seemed surprised. “I thought you didn’t like Stripe.”

“Well, I don’t, but it still doesn’t seem fair, making him sleep in a cage.”

“It’s a kennel, not a cage,” Mom said.

“It has steel bars and a lock,” I pointed out.

“He doesn’t mind it,” said Dweeble. “Puppies feel more comfortable in confined spaces.”

“Did he tell you that?” I asked.

“No, but the dog-training book did,” said Mom.

“I guess I missed that chapter.”

“It’s for his own safety,” said Dweeble. “Imagine if he opened up the cabinet under the sink and drank the cleaning supplies. He’d be poisoned.”

“There aren’t any cleaning supplies in my bedroom. Just a bunch of boxes filled with clothes and books.”

Mom looked at Dweeble, and I don’t know why. I was her daughter and Stripe was supposed to be my puppy.

Before I reminded her of this, she turned back to me and said, “If you want, we can move the kennel into your room, as long as you promise to put Stripe inside when you go to bed.”

“Cool,” I said. “I will.”

So at the next commercial they set everything up. Dweeble carried the kennel upstairs, and Mom laid a towel down underneath, so it wouldn’t mess up the new carpet. I made sure they were careful not to step on my first-day-of-school outfit, which I’d laid out in the middle of the floor.

When they finally left us alone, I found an old tennis ball and Stripe and I played a game that was sort of like fetch. Basically, I rolled the ball across the room, and Stripe ran after it, caught it, and started gnawing on it. Then I pried it out of his mouth so we could start all over again. It was way more fun than it sounds.

Soon Mom came in and said I should get to bed. It wasn’t easy putting Stripe back in the kennel. He struggled and nipped at my hands with his sharp little puppy fangs. He seemed to be telling me he wasn’t near ready for sleep. And in case I didn’t get the message the first time, once we did manage to close the grated door behind him, he started whimpering.

Mom frowned at the cage. “I hope he doesn’t keep you up.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said, as I climbed into bed.

“You’ll be better than fine, Annabelle. You’ll love your new school. I can feel it.”

“Mom!” I yelled, since she was being insane. Usually she’s a fairly cool mom, and she understands the important stuff. But then every once in a while, she’ll make some crazy remark like this.

“I will not love Birchwood. It’s still school, you know.”

“You’re right. Sorry, honey. Good night.” She kissed my forehead.

“Good night.” I pulled the covers up to my chin and rolled onto my side.

Soon after my mom left, Stripe began crying in sad, squeaky bursts of noise. He didn’t keep me up, though. I was up anyway. My mind raced. Starting tomorrow, I’d have six different teachers instead of one. This would be the first time I’d be at school without a uniform. I liked the new jeans and pink T-shirt I planned to wear just fine, but what if they were the wrong kind? Or what if Rachel made a mistake and no one else wore jeans on the first day of school? And speaking of Rachel, what if I couldn’t find her at lunchtime? What if she thought I didn’t want to eat with her? How insulting would that be? She’d get mad and maybe she’d turn her friends against me. My first potential enemies, and school hadn’t even started.

I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling. Then I rolled to the side. My pillow got too hot so I flipped it over, but nothing helped. I looked at my desk. It used to sit next to my bed, so it could double as a nightstand. Now it was clear across the room, five big steps away. My alarm clock still rested on the edge, forcing me to squint to see the glowing green numbers. Eleven thirty, it read. I only ever stayed up that late when Sophia and Mia slept over.

I couldn’t believe I had to go to school without them.

Stripe kept crying and it wasn’t right. Dweeble had said he was in the cage for his own safety, but there wasn’t anything dangerous in my bedroom. Plus, maybe he was missing his old home, like I was missing mine. The least I could do was let him walk around a bit, stretch his little legs.

I got out of bed and tiptoed over. Stripe thumped his tail hard and fast against the newspaper lining the bottom of the cage.

“Shhh,” I whispered. “You have to promise to be good, okay?”

As soon as I set Stripe free he jumped up and licked my face.

“Down, boy,” I said, trying not to giggle too hard. “It’s okay.”

I set one of my pillows down on the floor and motioned him over. After sniffing around a bit, Stripe lay down on it.

“Good boy.” I stroked his fur. “Now let’s go to sleep.”

I figured I’d wake up early and put Stripe back in his cage before my mom came in, so she’d never know he didn’t sleep in there for the whole night. That was the plan, anyway.

Stripe fell asleep pretty fast, and I guess I finally did, too.

The next thing I knew, I woke up to my mom gasping, “Annabelle, what happened?”

I opened my eyes. The bright sun blazed through my window, casting light on the disaster area formerly known as my bedroom.

Pages from my loose-leaf notebook lay scattered across the floor. Some were wrinkled and others were torn up. My clothes were in a pile by the door. Mom held up my pink T-shirt and stared at me through the raggedy hole in its center.

Leaping out of bed, I reached for my new jeans. The cuff on one leg was missing, and the other cuff was frayed and slimy with slobber.

I turned to Stripe, who sat in the corner looking innocent. He had a strange chew toy in his mouth. Also known as one of my new sandals.

Stripe had ruined my entire first-day-of-school outfit, and he wagged his tail happily, like he’d done me some big huge favor.

“What am I going to wear?” I cried.

“Don’t know but you’d better decide fast,” Mom said. “We all overslept. If we’re not out the door in fifteen minutes, you’ll be late for school.”
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OEBPS/images/86.jpg
Loy

. UNDERSTANDING [P Sreak
Talk to” Mﬁ in their own language. Your tone is
just as important as your words. Stay? Sit? Come?
Don't ask them. Tell them. You're the boss, so act
that way. Make your commands firm, short, and to
the point. This is how you'll get gogs to listen to
ol /S






OEBPS/images/77.jpg
Use posiive remiorcement to get your dog to
learn his name. How s0? Teach your dog that hear-
ings his name means something amazing and fan-
tastic is about to happen. What do dogs find
fantastic? Um, can you say “being fed"? Fill your
pockets with treats. Say your dog’s name, then say
good bey, and immediately give him a treat,

Rinse and repeat. Except skip the rinsing part
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