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    Chapter One


    


    Benny Neusner sat on the front porch of the New Hope School shivering in the cold December air. His shrink, Dr. Kate, would say he was angry because his mother was late again. The stupid divorce judge said he could see her every Wednesday after school and every other weekend, but what good was that when a mother was as busy as his? Sometimes he didn’t see her for weeks at a stretch. The rest of the time he had to live with his dad and, worse yet, his stepmother Sonya. A boy who’s fourteen is old enough to know whether a mom’s a good mom or not, but the judge never asked him. Now his mother was poor, and his dad wouldn’t give her any money ever again after the last time. At least, that’s what his mother said, and she never lied. Sometimes she exaggerated a little, but that was different. At least, that’s what his mother said.


    He squirmed uncomfortably on the hard bench and tried to shake memories of the divorce out of his head. He had another worry today. More than anything in the world he wanted a dog. A dog would be someone to play with when his mother had to miss one of their visits. A dog would be company when his dad and Sonya left him home alone by himself. A dog would understand how he felt. But no matter how hard he begged, his dad always said no. They’d had the same old fight again this morning at breakfast.


    “A boy who hides his homework in a pizza box isn’t ready for a dog,” Sonya had chirped with a satisfied smile.


    “Your stepmother’s right,” his dad had agreed. “I expect a B in math, or at least a C, before I even think about getting you a dog.”


    He could never get grades like that. He was different from the other kids at New Hope School who were a bunch of brains. The teachers were kind and gave him special work to do, but school wasn’t his thing. A dog was. Not that he wasn’t awfully glad for the New Hope School. Dr. Kate had started it to help kids like him with a lot on their minds, and in a way it was his own special place. Look how she had built it practically next door to his dad’s, even though it was on a street called Gallows Hill Road where a British spy got himself hung during the American Revolution, and no one could think that was lucky. Redding, Connecticut was full of historical stuff, not that he personally cared much about the old days. He was interested in how his life would turn out now.


    The sky was dark by the time he gave up on his mom and started up the hill for home. At that hour he saw no one else. Not that many people used this winding country road any time of day. His dad’s only neighbor for a quarter mile in each direction was an old woman who lived in a big Victorian mansion, and he wasn’t in any hurry to meet her. He wasn’t a baby who was afraid of witches, but there were a lot of mysteries in this world people couldn’t be sure of, and he liked to keep an open mind. Just because it was the nineties didn’t mean the old woman couldn’t be a witch. Why else would she live in a huge house with a turret on top? He had spotted her there lots of nights through a small window, pacing up and down like she had a lot on her mind, maybe spells and stuff. He would have to have a really important reason before he would bother to meet her.


    He adjusted the backpack straps digging into his shoulders and decided he would need an excuse for gym tomorrow from all the blisters he was probably getting. They were just doing boring pushups again so it wouldn’t matter if he skipped. He shouldn’t have tried to carry his whole collection of comic books at once, but tomorrow was the last day of school before the Winter Holiday, and he didn’t want to take a chance and leave such valuable possessions in his locker. Every few minutes he stopped for a little rest and tipped back his head, hoping to see the special star he and his mother used to watch together. He had learned in science class the star was really a planet, but he liked to imagine his mother was staring at it, too, thinking about him and all the good times they used to have together.


    He had almost reached the bottom of his dad’s driveway when a cloud moved, and his mother’s star appeared. And at that very moment, he heard it: a puppy crying! At least it might be a puppy. He couldn’t be sure. He wanted a dog so badly he was afraid he had only imagined it. Not that he heard voices in his head, human or animal. Dr. Kate had told him before that he wasn’t nuts, just a little mixed up on account of the crazy life he had been living so far. Sometimes he acted young for his age, but like Dr. Kate said, a boy with so much on his mind burns up a lot of brain power.


    He fished around the bottom of his backpack for a flashlight and an extra granola bar before he remembered he had polished it off with a box of Oreos and a carton of juice while waiting for his mother. He patted his little paunch and wished he had saved a couple of cookies, but at least he found the flashlight. He tossed the backpack into the bushes where his comics would be safe and picked up the pace. The weatherman had predicted a blizzard before Christmas. Too dangerous for a little fellow to be alone outside without his mother.


    The crying seemed to be coming from the direction of the old woman’s house. He would have to climb the stone fence that separated her property from his dad’s and walk across a field to get there. If he did it now in the dark of night with only the moonlight and a flashlight to guide him, he could be putting himself in a lot of danger. Still, he wanted a dog really, really badly. He hopped the fence and zigzagged between the cedar trees commando style.


    He was halfway across the field when his breath started coming in short gasps. He made a dive for a large cedar tree where he could rest up for a few minutes and his knee bumped on something hidden under a blanket of dead needles. He pointed the flashlight. The rectangular board must have been lying there a long time because it was covered with some awful looking green stuff. He fished around in the needles for a small branch and scraped away the slime. His eyes grew wide. Someone had painted the picture of a poodle with a fancy haircut and the words “Umpawaug Kennels, Elizabeth Rutledge, Breeder/Owner.”


    He slapped his head with his open palm. How he could have missed something as important as a kennel right next door? Even though he had only been living with his dad and Sonya for six months, he took a lot of pride in knowing what was happening around him. Whenever he relaxed and didn’t pay attention, things boomeranged back on him. Elizabeth Rutledge, whoever she was, should be more careful and not leave her signs lying around where people could stumble over them. It made him mad, and when he got mad, he could lose his temper big time.


    He checked the picture on the sign again. One thing for sure. The puppy had better not be a poodle. His dad wouldn’t let him have a dog — period — but especially not a poodle. His dad said poodles were sissy dogs, and he was right. He had a book with pictures of every kind of dog in the world and he had already picked out his favorite: a brown and white beagle like Snoopy. He wouldn’t mind a collie like Lassie, either. A collie might rescue someone from a terrible tragedy like falling through the ice and drowning. The same thing almost happened to him last winter, but it turned out to be a really deep pot hole. Even a dog from the pound would be fine with him, but not one time did he think a poodle with a goofy-looking hairdo was the dog for him.


    The sound of crying came again and he pushed onward. He stepped through a hedge of overgrown privet and discovered he had mistaken the way. In the dark and thinking about the puppy, he had walked past the old woman’s house and come out on a little rise to the west of it. Even further to west, he spotted three buildings he recognized as The New Hope School. Behind them, light was coming from a cottage at the edge of the school’s property that he had seen from Dr. Kate’s office window. So far, he hadn’t gotten around to checking it out. His dad’s house, the old woman’s mansion, the cottage and the school were surrounded by stone walls that all looked the same, and he wondered if all that land had once belonged to a rich Yankee farmer a long time ago.


    He fixed his eyes on the old woman’s turret for a guidepost, and few minutes later he climbed over the stone wall onto her property. Rows and rows of kennels with empty dog runs were silhouetted in the moonlight like a city empty of life. Goosebumps rose on his flesh, and he started to back away when he heard crying again. The sound was coming from inside a small white building about fifty yards behind the old woman’s house. The building looked like an oversized storage shed, but it was wood and way nicer than the one where his dad kept the dreaded lawnmower and a lot of old junk nobody used any more.


    He gathered his courage. He had come this far; he might as well finish. The shed had a window, and he shone his flashlight through it. The light bounced off the wall and revealed a room that was a mess even by teenage standards. Crates for carting dogs were scattered around the floor with their doors hanging open. A counter stacked with old magazines lined the far wall. A deep sink like a school janitor’s stood at the end. On shelves above the counter dozens and dozens of silver trophies, some with statues of poodles, were stacked in neat rows like forgotten soldiers waiting for orders.


    He moved the flashlight, and this time he noticed a door on the opposite side of the shed. It swung back and forth on its hinges, making an eerie, creaking noise he might have mistaken for a puppy. He listened again. No, the sound wasn’t the door and it wasn’t a puppy. A person was crying, maybe a boy even. Whoever it was, their heart was breaking.


    Cautiously, he walked around the shed and stepped through the door. Now that he was inside, his flashlight illuminated a dark corner it couldn’t reach through the window. He discovered a sort of stall, only shorter, that might have been meant for a pony. A pony wasn’t a dog, but it wasn’t bad. He tiptoed closer and pulled the latch. A ghastly squeak pierced the silence, and some awful tasting stuff lurched up from his stomach.


    The crying stopped and a gravelly voice croaked from inside, “Whoever you are, you’re trespassing on private property.”


    His heart pounded wildly. If he hadn’t been gripping the flashlight for dear life, it would have dropped from his shaking hand. Scared as he was, he couldn’t stand not knowing. He peered over the side of the stall. A battery operated lantern added to the dim light and illuminated an old woman hunched over on a three-legged stool. He was pretty sure she was the same one he had seen pacing the turret. Her bathrobe, if that’s what it was, had ridden up over her knobby knees, and her curly gray hair stuck out every which way like she had been running her fingers through it. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. He was pretty sure she was the person crying, so she definitely wasn’t a witch. Everyone knows witches don’t cry. They hate water and, besides, she’d have shriveled up and died.


    “You heard me, boy,” she growled. “State your business.”


    His mouth was so dry he didn’t think he could squeeze out a word, but he managed to say, “I heard a noise.”


    She gave her eyes a hasty wipe and stuffed a crumpled tissue in her pocket. “Noise?” she asked, her scratchy voice full of doubt.


    “Sorry, ma’am, my mistake.” He backed away slowly, hoping she wouldn’t stop him, but she had already lost interest in him like she was used to strangers dropping in late at night. She turned and muttered a few words over her shoulder.


    He pointed his flashlight. His jaw dropped. “A dog!” Not exactly the one he had been hoping for, but good enough. It was about three feet tall at the crown, with a chestnut coat, and looked up at Benny with kind, almond shaped eyes. No puffed out mane or pom-pom bracelets like the dog on the sign. Just a short bobbed tail and a fluffy topknot that practically made his fingers itch he wanted to touch it so badly. “I’m glad he’s not a poodle,” he said, stepping closer.


    The old woman signaled the dog to her side and circled her arm around her neck protectively as if afraid Benny had come to steal her. Still, her words were calm enough. “Not he — she, and she’s a poodle all right. About to become a mother any time now, maybe even Christmas Day. That’s why she’s in the whelping pen.”


    “You mean she’s having puppies?”


    She nodded, and for a moment he thought she might start crying again.


    “I’ve been wanting a puppy,” he said, his voice choked with longing. “Maybe they won’t all be poodles.”


    “They’ll be poodles. I made sure of that.”


    He wondered if the poodle on the sign was the father.


    “It’s Susie’s first litter. That’s why I’m out here in the puppy shed checking on her.”


    He peered into all the dark corners. “Any real dogs around here? I’ll take anything that isn’t a poodle, even a mutt.”


    Her thick eyebrows joined in a fierce frown. “Umpawaug Kennel Poodles are famous all over the world. People you see on TV every day insist on them — even politicians.”


    “You wouldn’t be Elizabeth Rutledge by any chance?” he asked. “I saw the sign.”


    “That’s me, but you can call me Bess. Everyone does. And you?”


    He closed the middle button on his school shirt that had popped open again and straightened his jacket. “Benny, Benny Neusner. I live in the brick house over there.” He pointed with his thumb in the direction of his dad’s.


    She squinted up at him like trying to decide if she’d met him before. “I’ve been there,” she said without explaining. She gave Susie’s topknot a friendly tousle and released her grip on the dog’s neck, as if she had decided Benny was safe. She tucked her wrinkly chin against her neck and crossed her arms. “Say, shouldn’t you be in school or something?”


    He jerked back his head. Was she nuts? Even Sonya wouldn’t make him go to school in the middle of the night. “You don’t know much about kids, do you?”


    She looked down. “No, not much. At least about boys.”


    “That’s what I thought.” Come to think of it, he didn’t know a lot about old people, either. He’d never had a grandmother, at least not one he’d met in person, and he was kind of glad. A mother and a stepmother were plenty.


    “For your information,” she said, straightening her spine, “large poodles like Susie here are called Standard Poodles. They’re hunting dogs, like a lab or a golden retriever, if you know what they are.”


    He nodded. “Oh, yes, ma’am. I have a book. No funny haircuts.”


    She sucked in a breath and spoke through her teeth like she had given this speech a hundred times. “The funny haircut, as you call it, is for show poodles. It’s required by the judge.”


    He pointed at Susie resting her chin comfortably on the old woman’s shoulder. “She doesn’t look bad for a poodle. No pom poms.”


    “Susie’s show days are behind her. Mine, too. I’m retiring. Selling off the dogs and closing the kennel.”


    “If you’re retiring, why is Susie having puppies?”


    She twitched like a flea had bitten her. “They’re not mine. I sold Susie a while back. Her new owner tripped on a tennis ball one of the dogs left lying about and broke her wrist. I’m helping her out.”


    He decided this was as good time as any to leave, but before he could make his escape, the door squeaked open and a second large brown dog stuck his head inside. He had kind, intelligent eyes and a fuzzy coat the color of warm beach sand.


    Bess pushed herself up off the stool, her knees cracking with the effort. The dog glanced at Benny with a wag of his tail and trotted over to her. She ruffled his topknot affectionately. “Champion Umpawaug McCreery,” she introduced, “the world’s top producer of champion Standard Poodles. He’s the puppies’ father.”


    McCreery raised his chin a little higher and held his tail in its full upright position.


    Benny stuck out his lower lip and bobbed his head knowingly. He had read about stud dogs and was really impressed. He wasn’t surprised the old woman was proud of the big guy, but he detected a note of sadness behind her bragging, like she had missed out on something important, or maybe McCreery had. Personally, he couldn’t imagine a better honor than being the world’s greatest stud.


    “Producing great puppies isn’t the only honor McCreery has behind him. In his day, he won every important dog show there is.”


    Benny thought McCreery probably liked the stud part better, but before he could say so, she lowered her voice and added in a whisper even a Jack Russell Terrier might miss, “Except the one.”


    Tears welled up in her eyes, and he was afraid she might start crying again. Nothing made him feel worse than an unhappy grownup. He knew better than to ask any questions, but he thought about offering her a tissue. Then he remembered the one in his pants pocket was kind of gunked up with melted chocolate, so he turned and held out his hand to McCreery instead.


    The big dog ambled toward him, each step falling lightly in spite of his large size. He sat in front of Benny, studying the boy’s face. He must have liked what he saw because he stuck out his paw. Benny grabbed it and shook up and down. McCreery jumped up on his hind legs, tail whirring, and tugged the boy’s sleeve in an invitation to play. Benny laughed and hugged McCreery around the neck like he would never let go. The big dog pranced on hind feet, sweeping the boy along like they were partners at a fancy dress ball.


    Benny turned to the old woman with an enormous grin. “I don’t care if he’s a poodle. I’ll take him.”


    She signaled the dog to her side and drew him in close. “I’m sorry. McCreery’s not for sale.”


    Benny flushed. “Not for sale? But you said you’re getting rid of your dogs.”


    She stood. “Not McCreery. Never!”


    McCreery, a worried frown between his eyes, nuzzled her hand. She stroked his head. It seemed to calm them both.


    Benny felt sorry for the old woman, but what about him? He had been waiting all his life for a dog like McCreery. He didn’t care what his father said or anyone else. He wouldn’t give him up. He started to tell the old woman so when McCreery moved off silently. He and Susie stood nose to nose, sharing dog secrets. Susie yawned, circled in place, and lowered herself back onto the soft bedding.


    In his mind’s eye, Benny saw newborn puppies snuggling against Susie’s belly, taking in their breakfast. One little brown fellow, pushing his legs against the others, was a miniature of his father. McCreery looked down on them all, guarding his little family: mother and father together with their children.


    Benny balled up his fists. It wasn’t fair. It really wasn’t. No way he could break up a family, not even a dog’s. He dropped to his knees in front of McCreery.


    With a whimper, McCreery looked back and forth between the old woman and the boy. He nuzzled the boy’s chin, then turned and leaned against Bess.


    Benny wiped his nose on his sleeve and slowly got to his feet. “Good-bye, McCreery. I’ll never forget you.” He turned and ran into the night.
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