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      I’m not even trying to be funny when I say my life changed on the toilet.

      I sat in the bathroom flipping through a magazine, because the moment I stopped reading, my chores would bury me like a mountain of mud.

      Outdoor Adventure was the magazine. The issue might’ve covered East Coast hiking destinations or the best summer campgrounds or something like that. I didn’t read the magazines so much as skim for pictures and silly ads. I’d cut those out and tape them to my bedroom door for when I needed a good laugh.

      Sure, I would’ve liked to scroll on my phone like other kids my age. But thanks to Mom and Dad’s no-phone-until-you’re-thirteen rule, that wasn’t an option.

      The roar of the vacuum cleaner filled the hallway. Mom always cleaned before we had company. I didn’t know why she worried about it. It was only Aunt Skylar coming for dinner tomorrow. She came every week, and no way she cared if the house was messy.

      The vacuum stopped. Mom tapped the door. “You almost done in there? I’ve got to clean that bathroom, and you haven’t finished folding the laundry.”

      I frowned. Folding laundry topped the list of my least favorite chores. I once tried to convince Mom folding laundry was impossible with one hand, but she didn’t buy it. Especially since I’d only ever had half of my right arm and had learned to do everything with my left from the time I was born.

      “Kimmy?” Mom asked.

      “Be out in a minute!”

      Her footsteps hustled away.

      I flipped the page.

      And my jaw dropped almost to the tile floor.

      I was staring at a picture of Bo.

      It couldn’t be him.

      My dog had been gone for two years. Disappeared without a trace. Our neighbors had helped us search. When we still couldn’t find him, even Dad cried.

      But when I looked at that photo in the magazine, I knew it had to be him.

      Long golden hair, four big white paws. A white spot on his forehead. Black fur outlining his bright blue eyes like doggy eyeliner. A beautiful golden retriever and Aussie mix. In the photo, he was devouring an ice cream cone with a big smile on his furry face.

      “Mom!” I barged out of the bathroom, my shorts barely pulled up to my waist and not taking the full twenty seconds to wash my hand.

      I stopped by my room and grabbed the framed photo of Bo from beside my bed. He and I used to play together in the creek behind the farm, and this picture captured one of those memories.

      My glance darted from the magazine to the creek photo. It was the same dog. Same blue eyes, same white spot on his forehead.

      No one could deny it.

      “Dad!” I dashed down the stairs and into the kitchen. “Bo’s still alive!”

      Mom stood on her tiptoes on the counter, reaching a feather duster into the corners of the ceiling like a housecleaning ballerina. She turned. “Your dad’s out with the cows. What is it?”

      “Look!” I held up the issue of Outdoor Adventure, then tucked it under my little arm—the arm that stopped just beneath my elbow—and tried climbing onto the counter to give her a closer view.

      “Not a good idea. I’ll come to you.” Mom lowered her duster and hopped down. “You know, honey, these travel magazines are more up Skylar’s alley. Maybe you should show it to her tomorrow.”

      I shook my head. “No, look.”

      I held out the picture of Bo. I could almost see his tail wagging so hard his whole butt wiggled and his lips raising in a snarl, which was how he smiled. He’d only had ice cream once when he lived with us—the top scoop of vanilla had toppled from my cone, and I’d let him have it—but he’d loved it. Of course he’d be smiling.

      At first, Mom was quiet.

      I chewed on a strand of my hair while I waited for her response.

      Slowly, she raised her hand to her mouth. “Oh my.”

      “It’s Bo. It has to be! We always said he was one of a kind, and look.” I put the creek photo on top of the magazine so she could see them together. “Right here it says where the photo was taken. Lake Ridgeford, New York. That’s only one state away, Mom. He’s so close!”

      Mom’s hand moved from her mouth to her heart. “Mmm.”

      “So, when can we get him and bring him home?”

      Mom smoothed her T-shirt and cleared her throat. She acted like she was preparing to meet with one of her real estate clients, which wasn’t a good thing. “Dogs look alike. Just because this dog looks like Bo doesn’t mean it’s him.” She kept her voice steady, but her words made me want to scream. “A photo isn’t much to go on.”

      I scanned the caption beneath the picture. A two-year resident of Lake Ridgeford enjoys a sweet treat at Ella’s Creamery.

      Two years. Bo had been gone for two years.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. God must’ve put this magazine in front of me for a reason.

      I shoved the magazine under Mom’s nose. “Look, Mom. This dog has been in Lake Ridgeford for the same amount of time since Bo disappeared!”

      She paused. “Maybe we can try calling the ice cream shop. Ella’s. See if they know anything.”

      “Can I borrow your phone?”

      Mom nodded, but she made no move to hand over her cell phone. “It’s probably not him, Kimmy.” She rubbed her throat, something she only did when she was nervous. “And if it was . . . he’d have a new family by now.”

      How could she say something like that? We were his family.

      I rolled up the magazine, tucked it under my arm, and held out my hand. “Your phone? Please?”

      She dropped her cell phone into my open palm.

      Before Mom could say another word, I bolted out the front door. I walked down the path toward the dairy barn with her phone propped against my little arm. The number for Ella’s Creamery appeared on the screen after a few taps.

      “Here goes nothing,” I whispered.

      The phone rang.

      After about ten rings, someone answered. “Ella’s Creamery. Can I help you?” The voice belonged to a boy, likely a few years older than me.

      “Hi, I have a question about a photo of your shop I found in a magazine.” My voice trembled. “It’s a picture of a dog, and I want to know where it came from. He’s not just any dog, he⁠—”

      “Listen, I just work the counter,” the boy said. “And I’m really busy. Can you call back later when Ella’s here?”

      I didn’t want to call later. I wanted answers now. Nerves tightened in my stomach. “But I’m just trying to find out—were you working when the magazine took the picture of the shop?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I gotta go. I have customers,” he said. “Try calling later. Ella might be able to help.”

      “O-okay. Thanks.”

      “Yup. Bye.”

      He dropped the phone but must not have hung it up properly, because sounds from Ella’s Creamery still came through Mom’s cell phone. Chatter and laughter, but no words.

      I ended the call with a sigh.

      Time to talk to Dad. He’d understand. He loved Bo almost as much as I did.
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      Bo was only about five years old when he vanished, but I’d never forget the five years we had with him.

      He showed up in our farm field one day, chewing a moldy corn cob with sharp puppy teeth. He looked a little goofy with his oversized white paws and long floppy ears.

      But I was a kindergartener with a crossbite and a missing front tooth, so I was a little goofy too. We got along well.

      We tried to find Bo’s family. He had no collar or tag, and despite the fliers Dad hung in town and the posts Mom put on social media, no one called to claim him. Soon, I gave him a name.

      I named Dad’s dairy cows after Bible characters, so I named Bo after Boaz—Ruth’s husband, who’s basically the Prince Charming of the Bible.

      After Bo disappeared, Mom had asked if I wanted another dog. “One of my realtor friends has a chocolate lab who’s due to have puppies any day now. He offered to sell one to us if we’re interested.”

      Dad had pulled me to his side, like he knew another dog wouldn’t fill that Bo-sized hole in my heart. Dad always knew those things.

      I closed my eyes and pictured a new puppy with oversized paws, floppy ears, and sharp teeth. Would he snarl like Bo when he was excited? Or swim with me in the creek? Or hook his paw around my little arm when he wanted to play?

      I shook my head. “No. I want Bo.”

      Mom sighed. “Honey, Bo’s⁠—”

      “A great dog,” Dad finished. “We’ll never forget him, and should he make a miraculous reappearance, he’ll always have a home here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He’ll always have a home here.

      Those are the words I wanted to paint on a sign and parade above my head when I found Dad finishing up his second round of milking for the day.

      Dad ran his palms beneath the outdoor faucet, humming to himself in that jolly way of his.

      I cleared my throat. Mom’s not-so-enthusiastic reaction had sucked some of the joy out of me, but we’d waited two years for this miracle. “Hey, Dad?”

      “Hey, Kimmy.” He looked at the magazine under my arm and dried his hands on his manure-stained pants. “What’ve you got there?”

      I thrust the magazine at him. “I found him.”

      “Found who?”

      “Just look.”

      Dad’s eyes widened until they were round as cow pies. He whistled. “Looks just like him.”

      “It is him.” I rubbed my sweating palm against my athletic shorts. “We always said how unique he was, remember? And this dog has the same markings, the same eyes, the same everything.” Before he could respond like Mom about how dogs often look similar, I recited the caption from memory. “Did you catch that? Two years! That’s how long it’s been since Bo disappeared. It’s gotta be him.”

      Dad returned the magazine to me, his expression shifting from surprised to gloomy.

      My shoulders dropped.

      Like Mom, he didn’t believe it. No one would take me to Lake Ridgeford to get Bo.

      But Bo wasn’t just a dog.

      He was part of our family. And when my former BFF abandoned me, he loved me better than anyone. I’d thought Jada and I were closer than sisters. But in fifth grade, I caught her laughing with the popular girls about my arm. The memory still ached.

      My heart had broken. But it might’ve shattered into a billion pieces if Bo hadn’t put his chin on my knee and let me hold him until I stopped crying.

      Sure, I had other friends. Kind of.

      Claire Owens told me not to pay attention to those other girls, but she also spent most of her time spreading gossip like a newscaster, which I thought was a little ironic. And Amanda Rhodes always wanted me to draw a face on my little arm, like I had in kindergarten. She said I was one of the funniest people she’d ever met.

      Still, it wasn’t the same. Bo never talked about Jada, or my arm, or any of it. He was just there for me.

      Not long after I lost Jada, Bo disappeared.

      I’d thought he was gone forever.

      But now I knew he wasn’t. And I needed to bring him home.

      After a long pause, Dad’s voice brought me back from the memories. “This can’t be Bo. Eating ice cream in New York? I miss him, too, sweetheart, but he’s gone.”

      “But it makes sense! The timing checks out. What if the Mitchells forgot to feed him and he wandered off looking for food?”

      We were away the weekend Bo disappeared. The neighbors were supposed to feed him when they came to take care of the cows, but maybe they forgot. Truthfully, I’d never found the Mitchells all that responsible. They never locked their front door, and one night they forgot to even close it. The raccoons had appreciated the invitation to come inside and ransack their cupboards.

      “Or what if someone stole him? He’s a beautiful dog. So fun and sweet. Of course someone would’ve wanted to take him.”

      “Kimmy—”

      “Who says he wasn’t dog-napped by someone who lives in New York? Why are you and Mom acting like that’s impossible?”

      Dad tried to pull me close against his manured overalls.

      I stepped back. I didn’t want cow poop on my white shirt. And I sure didn’t want a hug. Not with him set on discouraging me.

      “Lake Ridgeford isn’t just over the Pennsylvania border. It’s up in the Adirondacks,” Dad said, apparently not remembering the promise he’d made about Bo always having a home here. “It would take us at least half a day to get there. And then what would we do?”

      My shoulders slumped. “Maybe visit the ice cream shop—Ella’s Creamery, that’s the name of it—and ask when they last saw him.” I tried to make my voice sound confident. “I found their number and called, but the guy told me to call back later. If they don’t know anything, I could show Bo’s picture around town and ask if anyone’s seen him.”

      Dad sighed. He didn’t normally sigh. That was more Mom’s thing. “How about this? If you can reach that ice cream shop and get a real lead or proof that this is Bo, I’ll try to find someone to take care of the cows for a day so I can take you.” He bowed his head. “I’m sorry. I wish we could hop in the car and go, but you know how things are at the farm. And I don’t see how that could really be him. I don’t want to get your hopes up.”

      My face flushed. I had all the proof I needed. I wanted to argue until either my voice lost its strength or Dad dropped everything and took me to New York.

      But a dairy farmer couldn’t drop everything. Finding neighbors—especially responsible ones—to milk the cows twice a day and fork out the stalls wasn’t easy. Not the most pleasant task, unless you enjoyed blisters on your palms and the smell of cow poop burning your nose hairs. And Mom had always made it clear her place was not in the dairy barn.

      I turned away.

      Mom and Dad might not believe this dog could be Bo.

      But I believed.

      If there was a way to bring Bo home, I’d find it.
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      When Bo lived with us, he mostly stayed on the porch. We let him inside at night and during the winter, but he could only stay in the hallway, kitchen, and my bedroom, since they had hardwood floors. Mom worried his long golden hair would weave its way through the carpet in the rest of the house. Of course, that eventually happened anyhow.

      Bo slept in my room. He wasn’t supposed to sleep in my bed, but sometimes I’d let him sneak up beside me. He was like a big, warm, breathing teddy bear.

      The night after Jada betrayed me, Bo had nudged the comforter with his nose and nestled into the covers. He’d rested his head with mine on the soggy tear-soaked pillow.

      I never liked people to see me cry, but with Bo, I didn’t care. He wouldn’t make any awkward comments to try to comfort me. I turned, and his wet nose nudged mine.

      “How could she do this to me?” The words came out as a scratchy whisper, meant only for his floppy golden ears. “We were supposed to be best friends.”

      Bo was listening. I could feel it.

      “I just . . . I don’t think about my hand much. And I didn’t think she did either. Do my other friends? Or am I just a joke to them?”

      Bo lifted his paw and set it on my little arm. He understood me so well.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. He smelled like strawberry dog shampoo with a hint of manure. A bizarre but comforting combination.

      I threw my arm around him and snuggled closer. “At least I have you.”

      Dad had built Bo a doghouse for the front porch. It matched the house, with the same white siding and barn-red shutters, but with a flat roof. From sunup to sundown, Bo sat on top of the doghouse like he was guarding the farm.

      After Bo disappeared, we left his house on the porch for a few months. Maybe in case he came home, or maybe because no one wanted to forget him.

      Then one day, I came home from school, and it was gone. I stormed into the house.

      “Mom, where’s Bo’s doghouse?”

      She shook her head and kissed me on the forehead. “We have to stop waiting for Bo to come back, honey.”

      My chin trembled, but I retreated before she could see the tears.
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      “Kimberly Sue Beckett!”

      The sharpness of Mom’s voice on Sunday afternoon clued me in to what she had found. I plodded down the creaky farmhouse stairs and paused halfway.

      For the last two years, the doghouse had stayed right where Mom had put it—in the barn, up in the loft behind the rusty old chicken feeders. It had gathered a thick layer of dust and a sprinkling of mouse poop, but other than that, it was in pristine condition. Earlier that day, I’d cleaned it with half a roll of paper towels and Dad’s all-purpose cleaner until it looked good as new.

      After a slight struggle, I had lifted the doghouse onto an old green wagon and pulled it to the porch where it belonged. When Bo came home, he’d need his house.

      Mom glared up at me from the bottom of the staircase, hands on her hips. “What is that doghouse doing on the front porch?”

      “I don’t know,” I mumbled.

      “Try again.”

      “I just want Bo to feel welcome.”

      Mom rubbed her forehead. “Skylar’s going to be here any minute.”

      “I know.”

      “I swept the porch yesterday. Now it’s a mess again.”

      “Aunt Skylar won’t mind. Haven’t you seen her car?”

      It was true. Mom’s sister made a hobby of collecting junk in the trunk of her beat-up bright blue Honda Civic, which she affectionately called Madame Blueberry after her favorite episode of Veggie Tales. The back seat wasn’t much better.

      Mom sighed. “How did you get that thing on the porch? Did your dad help you?”

      “I used the wagon.”

      “You sure are strong for a twelve-year-old. I’ll give you that.”

      Slam!

      After we heard the front door bang shut, the smell of lemongrass essential oil and spearmint car freshener drifted inside and up the stairs. Aunt Skylar sang through the halls. “Susaaanna? Bruuuce? Anyone home?”

      Mom gave me one last we’ll-talk-about-this-later look, then went to greet her sister. She waved for me to follow, so I trudged down the stairs. But neither of us had the chance to give Aunt Skylar a proper welcome because she found us first.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing you can do about that manure smell?” Aunt Skylar threw her long pink braid over her shoulder. Her dangly silver earrings jingled like tiny wind chimes. “I know it’s a dairy farm, and I’ve mentioned it before, but I feel like it’s getting worse. Like it’s seeping into the very soul of the earth.”

      Mom pulled her little sister into a side hug. “It’s good to see you, too, Skylar.”

      “And how’s my beautiful niece?” Aunt Skylar looked me up and down, from my dark blond bob to my knobby knees. “Girl, why are you wearing long sleeves? It’s like eighty degrees outside.”

      Mom stroked my hair. She knew why, and so did Aunt Skylar.

      But Aunt Skylar brought it up every week.

      I shrugged. “The heat doesn’t bother me.”

      Not true, for the record. But enough people had made fun of my arm. It didn’t matter how many times Mom and Dad tried to help or reminded me this was how God made me. If I could give people less to stare at, I would. Sometimes I even thought about trying a prosthetic arm again. But I’d had one for a few years and had never worn it. It didn’t look real anyway.

      Aunt Skylar’s eyes narrowed. “Fine. But if anyone ever messes with you, you know where to send them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I giggled.

      No one would ever think about messing with Aunt Skylar. My fierce aunt stood only five feet tall, but she packed the mood swings and attitude of a grizzly into her wiry frame.

      “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. I was doing so much research on where I want to go this summer that I forgot to eat lunch.” Aunt Skylar rubbed her stomach. “Is dinner almost ready?”

      “Yeah, Bruce will be down in a few minutes,” Mom said. “Kimmy, will you set the table?”

      “Sure.” I filled the water glasses and folded the napkins, but my mind stuck on Aunt Skylar’s words.

      Research.

      Where she wanted to go this summer.

      How had I forgotten?

      My aunt used to travel the world and do odd jobs wherever she went. A couple of years ago, she moved back to Deesburg to help save her favorite local coffee shop from closing. Now she worked as a barista, but her hunger for adventure had never stopped. She spent every summer driving around in that beat-up Civic, seeing new places and “finding herself.”

      That was it.

      My handful of forks clattered to the ground.

      Mom scowled.

      “Sorry.”

      I didn’t need Mom or Dad to take me to find Bo.

      I just needed to convince Aunt Skylar the Adirondacks should be her road trip destination.
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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