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Chapter [image: Images] One


Saturday morning


Would you hang on to that thing?” Robert complained as he steered into the turn lane for the Maple View Shopping Center. “Because if your crazy beast pees in my new car, I’m totally going Cruella De Vil on him.”


“Muckle is not a thing.” I grabbed my sheltie puppy in mid-leap. He was supposed to be sitting on my lap, but he’d spent most of the ten-minute drive clambering around trying to look out every window in the car at once. “And in case you haven’t noticed,” I added, “this car hasn’t been new since the days of the horse and buggy.”


Robert let out a snort and flipped back the lock of dark hair he’d been wearing gelled down over one eye lately. Retro goth? Who knew. Robert tended to create his own styles. “So not the point,” he muttered.


I could tell by his wounded tone that my snarky comment had hit a sore spot. That was the thing about my best friend, the one and only Robert James Chase. I’d never have told him so, but he dished it out a lot better than he took it. He totally thought of himself as a superconfident future celebrity, tossing off witty one-liners and just generally being fabulous. In reality? He was a lot less ready for prime time than he thought he was. It was so easy to get under his skin it wasn’t even funny. For instance, all you had to do was call him Robby or Bob instead of Robert, and he’d sulk for the rest of the day.


Anyway, he’d been expecting automotive luxury for his sixteenth birthday a couple of months earlier, which hadn’t seemed like such a long shot. His parents had more money than they knew what to do with, and they drove top-of-the-line sports cars themselves. So imagine his surprise when the big day arrived and they presented him with a sturdy, practical Volvo station wagon older than he was.


As Robert pulled said Volvo land boat into the parking lot, Muckle was wiggling in my arms like only a three-and-a-half-month-old Shetland sheepdog puppy can wiggle. Or so I assumed. I’d only been a dog owner for a little over six weeks, so I was still getting the hang of it.


“Anyway, it’s probably illegal to drive with him jumping around like that,” Robert added sullenly. “I mean, they don’t even let you text and drive, and having some weirdo puppy boinging off your face is way more distracting.”


“Whatever.” I was tired of his whining. After yanking a chunk of my wavy blah-brown hair out of Muckle’s slobbery little mouth, I reached over and cranked up the music. My favorite CD was playing—the latest by the amazing Scottish band Skerrabra. Their lead singer, Corc, was just about the hottest guy I’d ever seen. Possibly the hottest guy who’d ever lived.


Hearing his incredible voice even made Robert look happier. His crush on Corc was only slightly less epic than mine.


“Here we go—you’ve reached your destination, me bonny hen,” Robert announced in a pretty fair imitation of Corc’s sexy Scottish brogue. He pulled to the curb in front of the local PetzBiz superstore, leaving the Volvo idling loudly. “I’ll be back to pick you up in an hour.”


“Wait, what?” I blinked at him in surprise. “Aren’t you coming in with us?”


Robert sighed, smoothing down the lapels of his vintage Hawaiian shirt. Did I mention that Robert has an interesting sense of style? “Things to do. Places to be. People to see. You know how it is.”


“But—” I wasn’t sure what to say. This was going to be a whole new thing for me, and I didn’t do that well with new things. I wasn’t shy, exactly. Just not quite the opposite of shy either. Being with Robert usually helped, though. He was so opposite of shy that it wasn’t funny, and some of that usually rubbed off on me when we were together.


“Go get ’em, kid.” Robert checked his watch. “You don’t want to be late.”


“But I thought you were coming too,” I said. “You know—for moral support.”


“What do you need me for? You’re the dog girl.” He grinned and winked. “Later, chica.”


“Fine.” I frowned at him. “You’re right, we’ll be great. Come on, Muckle—let’s go.”


Muckle barked and wiggled at the sound of his name. I clipped on his new leather leash and opened the door, bracing myself as he went flying out with his usual heedless enthusiasm. For a ten-pound puppy, he could exert a lot of force.


“Okay then.” I hesitated another moment, wondering if Robert would change his mind. But he was humming along with Corc, not even looking at me. “See you in an hour.”


I was tempted to fall on my knees right there on the curb and beg him to come in with me after all. There was nothing Robert loved more than a dramatic scene—it would probably work.


Then again, I could get back in the car and tell him to forget it. Suggest we go shopping or something instead, maybe hit the thrift shops in search of new looks for the Disguise Game . . . (More on that later.)


But no. When I looked at Muckle sniffing eagerly at the sidewalk, with his silky reddish-brown-and-white fur, his constantly wagging tail, and his adorably perky expression, I knew I couldn’t blow this off. There was too much at stake.


Besides, I could do this. Even without Robert by my side, I could do it. I am Lauren, hear me roar.


“Okay, see you,” I told Robert, slamming the car door with a little more force than absolutely necessary.


As the Volvo pulled away in a cloud of noxious exhaust, I squinted up at PetzBiz, which did its best to live up to its status as a big box store by being the biggest, boxiest store in the strip mall. Muckle zipped around me, trying to smell everything at once, then suddenly leaped into the air and started barking like a maniac. Another dog barked back, its yips almost as high-pitched and excited as the Muckster’s. Which was really saying something, since my mother claimed Muckle’s bark could shatter glass. And possibly human eardrums as well.


When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw another puppy around Muckle’s size running toward us. He looked like some kind of terrier crossed with who-knew-what, with cute floppy ears, gangly legs that looked too long for his stout body, and an alert, foxy face.


On the other end of the leash, letting himself be dragged by the dog, was a guy around my age. I couldn’t help noticing that he was even cuter than his puppy, even though he wasn’t anywhere near my usual type. I tended to go for artsy, exotic guys—long hair, cool accents, brooding expressions. Well, at least in theory. I’d never actually had a boyfriend, so this was all mostly daydreams and unrequited crushes.


In any case, this guy wasn’t like my imaginary boyfriends at all. He was more like an all-American jock, with broad shoulders, smooth dark skin without a zit to be seen, and a nice smile. He was even dressed in the typical jock uniform: jeans, sneakers, and a preppy rugby shirt.


“Hi,” the guy said breathlessly as his dog dragged him up to me. Or more specifically, up to Muckle. “Are you here for the puppy kindergarten?”


“Yeah.” I glanced down as the two pups started sniffing each other’s rear ends. “You too?”


“Uh-huh.” The guy grinned. “I probably should’ve signed up for the remedial class, though. Let’s just say that obedience isn’t Ozzy’s strong point.”


I smiled back. He really was awfully cute. And no, I wasn’t looking at the dog. “Sounds like Muckle.”


“Muckle?” The guy glanced at my sheltie. “Is that your puppy’s name?”


“It’s short for Muckle Roe. That’s the name of one of the Shetland Islands in Scotland—they’re these little islands up between the Atlantic and the North Sea.” I didn’t know why I was bothering with the lengthy explanations—most people sort of glazed over when I started geeking out about one of my little research projects. The thing was, this guy was even better-looking up close, and that always made me nervous. And being nervous made me babble. “He’s a sheltie—you know, Shetland sheepdog. Like from the Shetland Islands, you know?” Duh, Lauren. “So I just figured his name should be—”


I never got to finish my explanation. At that moment Muckle decided the terrier mix looked threatening, or maybe he just got bored with the butt sniffing. In any case, he leaped at Ozzy with one of the wild, silly growls he made whenever he got worked up. The other puppy dodged just in time, bowing down on his front legs to invite Muckle to play. Muckle seemed to take that as an insult; he spun in a circle, barking loudly with his ears pinned back.


“Muckle, chill!” I cried, barely hanging on to the leash as he lunged toward the other puppy again. I leaned forward to grab him, but just then Ozzy seemed to realize that Muckle looked kind of scary. He zigged just as I zagged, and my foot caught on his leash. Suddenly I felt myself going airborne.


“Yaargh!” I yelled.


“Careful!” Ozzy’s owner exclaimed.


He jumped forward, placing himself between me and the sidewalk. I let out a very ladylike “Oof!” as I plowed into him. He grabbed me by the upper arms and hauled me back onto my feet.


“You okay?” he asked.


I was very aware of his hands—his big, strong hands—still encircling my arms. My eyes were inches from his biceps, which I couldn’t help noticing were nicely flexed as he steadied me. For a second I was extremely distracted by the nice smell coming from him—a clean smell, like soap and shampoo and laundry detergent, with maybe the slightest hint of eau de wet dog. . . .


“Are you okay?” he asked again.


I blinked, coming back to my senses. Sort of.


“Um, yeah.” I carefully took half a step back. He let go of my arms and stepped back as well.


Miraculously, I still had Muckle’s leash clutched tightly in my hand. Muckle chose that moment to leap away in pursuit of a leaf blowing past. I staggered slightly, but managed to stay on my own two feet this time.


The cute guy was still staring at me. His dog was sitting behind him, peering around his owner’s legs at Muckle.


“I’m fine,” I said a little too loudly. “Thanks. Um, I’d better get inside.”


Spinning around, I hurried into the store, wondering exactly what was wrong with me. I also realized it was a good thing Robert wasn’t there. He would have been rolling on the sidewalk laughing at my dorkiness. I could hear his voice in my head: Smooth move, Lauren. But you’re supposed to make the guys fall all over themselves for you, not the other way around. . . .


Yeah. Imaginary Robert was so right. This was exactly why I’d never had a real boyfriend. I was mostly fine talking to people—teachers, other girls, Robert, non-cute guys, adults, little kids, miscellaneous random strangers. But put a cute guy in front of me and I turned into a blithering idiot.


I’d pretty much proved that a few too many times at parties and school dances and other places where cute guys tended to congregate. By this time I’d pretty much given up, decided to stick to my daydreams about Corc and forget trying to interact with real, live guys.


Pathetic? Yes. But it seemed safer that way. It just wasn’t worth the humiliation to keep trying. This latest encounter only proved it.





Chapter [image: Images] Two


A few minutes later


I’d become very familiar with the PetzBiz superstore since becoming a dog owner six weeks earlier. Dragging Muckle away from a tempting display of rawhide chews set conveniently at puppy eye level, I headed for the training area at the back. It basically consisted of the “training ring,” which was an open area with mats on the floor and a waist-high movable plastic wall to keep the dogs more or less contained.


As usual for a Saturday, the store was packed. People and dogs were everywhere, and within a few steps Muckle was bouncing around like a jumping bean. I could see the signs that his tiny brain was becoming overwhelmed with all the new sights, sounds, and smells, so I quickly scooped him up and tucked him under my arm. I’d nearly fallen on my face once already this morning because of him, and I wasn’t in the mood for a rerun.


When I arrived at the training ring, there was only one puppy inside its plastic walls, a floppy-eared hound. I recognized the pup’s owner—she was a serious-looking girl a year or two older than me who waitressed on the weekends at my parents’ favorite Italian bistro. I waved at her, but she didn’t see me. She was staring intently at her puppy, telling it repeatedly to sit as it continued to wander around, smelling everything within range. With a shrug, I turned away and set Muckle down near the entrance.


“Behave,” I told him strictly. “You don’t want to get kicked out of class before it even starts, right? I mean, if you can’t hack it in puppy kindergarten, you’ll never get into puppy college.”


“So this is the training area, right?”


It was Ozzy’s owner. Okay, so maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d followed me to the training ring. I already knew he was there for the puppy training class. And he didn’t look like the type of guy to get scared off too easily. Not even by having some psycho girl and her even more psycho dog make fools of themselves in front of him.


No, that wasn’t the surprising part. The surprising part? He was smiling at me. Seeming to still want to talk to me. Me, as in Psycho Girl.


“Um, yeah,” I blurted out. “I, uh, checked it out when I was here buying Muckle’s food the other day.”


As witty banter went, it wasn’t exactly genius level. But the guy chuckled.


“I’m Jamal, by the way,” he said. “Jamal Hughes. And this is Ozzy.”


I noticed he was keeping his puppy on a pretty short leash. Probably afraid that Cujo—also known as Muckle—was going to launch another attack. Fortunately, Muckle seemed to have gotten over it. He was sitting beside me, sniffing curiously in the direction of the other puppy.


“I’m Lauren Parker,” I said. “And you already met Muckle.”


Muckle cocked his head and stared up at me when he heard his name. His ears pricked in my direction, and he looked so adorable that I had to smile.


“He’s adorable,” Jamal commented. “So, I’ve never seen you at school, Lauren. Do you go to MVHS?”


His gaze slid quickly up and down me in that certain way guys have when they’re trying to check a girl out without letting her know he’s doing it. Yeah, that’s right. Jamal was checking me out. I couldn’t help feeling flattered. Most of the guys at school barely acknowledged my existence, let alone looked at me like I was, well, a girl. Obviously the guys at MVHS—that was Maple View High, the local public school—were a little less choosy.


“I go to County Day Academy,” I told Jamal, trying not to worry about whether my cheeks were going pink again. “I’m a sophomore.”


“Oh! Private school girl, huh? Duh, I should’ve known.”


I tensed. “What do you mean?”


He flashed me that friendly smile again. “Just saying, I’m sure I would have noticed you if you went to my school. I’m a sophomore too, by the way.”


I relaxed. Some people in my town had kind of an attitude about County Day Academy. It was one of the most selective private high schools in the state, and it wasn’t exactly cheap, either. My parents loved to talk about the advantages my County Day education was supposed to be giving me, even though my mom had to cut way back on her monthly shopping-and-hairdressing expenditures when I started there.


“Look, I think Ozzy and Muckle are making friends.” Jamal nodded toward the puppies. They were doing that butt-sniffing thing again, but this time both their tails were wagging happily—Ozzy’s stubby little wire-haired one and Muck’s long, fluffy one.


“Sorry about before.” I kept a careful eye on Muckle, not wanting a repeat of what had happened outside. “He’s usually friendly with other dogs, but he’s kind of easily overstimulated.”


“That’s cool.” Jamal bent down and ruffled Muckle’s ears. “He’s a cute little guy. How’d you end up with him? Is he purebred?”


“Yeah. I found the breeder online—she lives about an hour from here.” I stepped aside as a pair of giggling girls hurried into the training ring. They both looked about thirteen years old. One was carrying a tiny Chihuahua puppy, while the other was trying to hang on to the leash attached to an exuberant retriever pup.


“Looks like the rest of the class is starting to get here,” Jamal said.


“Yeah.” I heard the scrabbling of dog claws against the linoleum floor and glanced behind me. A cool-looking puppy with long legs and a sleek orangey-colored coat was rushing toward us, dragging a pretty girl around our age at the other end of its leash. The girl had straight ash-blond hair and a sweet, heart-shaped face that would have fit right in in some Victorian costume drama.


“Whoa!” With a laugh, Jamal stepped in and grabbed the orange pup, swooping it up into his arms even though it had to weigh at least twenty-five pounds. “Hey, Gizi girl. What’s up, Rachel?”


“Thanks for stopping her,” Rachel said breathlessly, smiling at Jamal as he set her puppy down. Then she noticed me standing there and ducked her head shyly. “Sorry—I hope my dog didn’t scare yours.”


“No worries.” I glanced at Muckle, who was staring up at the taller orange puppy with pricked ears. “I’ve never seen a dog like that before. What is it?”


“Gizi’s a vizsla.” Rachel tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “That’s like a Hungarian hunting dog.”


I found myself staring at Rachel. I’d always wanted my hair to do that thing hers did—lie flat and sleek and elegant, like the vizsla’s coat. Instead my semi-wavy, semi-frizzy brown hair was doomed to usually looking almost as fluffy as my own pup’s fur. And that look worked a lot better on Muckle than it did on me.


I lifted my free hand, trying to quickly pat my hair down. “Uh, I’m Lauren. Are you in this class too?”


Rachel nodded. “We’re taking it for the second time.”


“She’s the one who told me about it,” Jamal put in. “I overheard her talking about it in English class. She was telling her friends how Gizi flunked out last time. Isn’t that right, girl?” He laughed and gave the vizsla puppy a pat. Gizi’s entire body wiggled in response, and she leaped up at him with a joyful bark.


Muckle and Ozzy both barked too. Gizi turned, still wiggling all over, and leaped toward them with the exuberance only a hyper puppy can show. Ozzy started doing the play bowing thing, but Muckle jumped straight up in the air.


“Muckle, no!” I cried as I felt the leash slip out of my hand.


Muckle let out an excited bark as he realized he was free! Free! Free! He jumped right over Ozzy, who was still bowing hopefully in Gizi’s direction, and took off toward the middle of the store.


“Sorry!” Rachel exclaimed, dragging her puppy back with a hand on her collar. But it was too late; Muckle was already ten yards away and still going, dragging his leash behind him. His legs might have looked short, but they could move fast.


I was already running after him, following the sound of his high-pitched barks. “Muckle, get back here!” I hollered. “Come, boy! Come!”


He disappeared down one of the aisles. Skidding around the corner, I saw that the shelves were packed with canned cat food. Muckle barely paused to sniff at them before racing on around the next corner.


“Oh, you rotten thing,” I muttered. “Muckle! Come back here!”


The barking stopped suddenly. Uh-oh. Various possibilities flashed through my mind. Option one, Muckle had found a puppy-height display of edibles and was now stuffing his greedy little face with the eleventy-twelve pounds of liver snaps or pig’s ears or gerbil food I’d have to beg Robert for the money to pay for. Option two, he’d become a snack himself for a cranky Rottweiler or something. Option three, he’d gone into stealth mode on purpose just to drive me crazy.


Yes, I knew dogs didn’t really think like that. Sometimes, though? I had to wonder. Especially when Muckle peed on Mom’s favorite Persian rug for the third day in a row, as he’d done just the day before. Which was part of the reason we were here, come to think of it. . . .


All of this went tumbling through my mind as I sprinted around the corner. I was moving so fast that it took an extra second or two to register the guy standing in front of me, cradling my dog in his arms.


I skidded to a stop just in time to avoid crashing into them. The guy was rubbing Muckle’s fuzzy head, and Muckle was gazing up at him adoringly.


Not that I blamed him. The guy was a little older than me, maybe seventeen or so. More importantly, he was the most gorgeous guy I’d ever seen in real life. Like, almost on the Corc scale. He was tall and lean, with dark hair, pale skin, and ice-blue eyes.


“Oh, hello,” he said, glancing up and locking his gaze on mine. “Is this your runaway puppy?”


My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe my ears—he had an accent!


“Are you Scottish?” I blurted out.


One corner of his mouth twitched up. “Irish, actually,” he said. “My family moved over from County Kildare when I was in middle school. But you were close.”


“Oh. Sorry.” My face flamed. I know the difference between a Scottish and an Irish accent! I wanted to scream. I swear I totally do! I can even identify whether a speaker comes from north or south of the Firth of Tay, for Pete’s sake!


Yeah, no. Probably not the best way to impress him at that point. Instead, I smiled weakly and glanced at Muckle. He was cradled in Mr. Irish-Not-Scottish-Accent’s arms, tongue f lopping out and a look of bliss on his little puppy face. Clearly a dog with taste.


“Thanks for catching him,” I said. “He pulled away and took off before I could catch him. He’s not very good with obedience.”


“It’s okay, shelties can be tough at first. But they’re very smart and trainable once you get their attention.” He gave Muckle one last cuddle, then held him toward me.


As I took my puppy, my hand brushed against the guy’s, and an electric jolt went through me from head to toe. For a second I felt dizzy, as if my fantasy life was colliding with the real one—as if Corc himself had just stepped into my local suburban strip mall and was about to whisk me away to enjoy the life of romance and adventure I’d always dreamed of. . . .


“So you should bring him to my puppy K,” the guy said. “I’ve got a class for teen handlers starting right now, actually.”


I blinked at the vision of male perfection before me. “Wait—you’re teaching the puppy class?” I exclaimed. “We’re in that class!”


If he noticed how over-the-top geeky-psyched I sounded, he didn’t let on. “Cool,” he said with a smile. “I’m Adam O’Connell, by the way. Certified dog trainer.”


“Lauren,” I said, pointing to myself. “Certified spazzy-puppy owner. And this is Muckle. Certifiable.”


Adam laughed as if my joke had actually been funny. “Charmed.” His smile lit up the store, putting the overhead fluorescents to shame. “Come along then, Lauren and Muckle. Let’s get over there and get started, what do you say?”


“Sure.” I smiled up at him, still dazzled. Suddenly the difficulties of the past six weeks melted away. It had all been worth it, because it had led to this. Fate. Kismet. Destiny. Basically, a dream come true. Even though at the time it had seemed to be turning into a nightmare. . . .
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Six weeks earlier


You don’t have to do this, you know.”


I looked up from consulting the Google Maps directions I’d printed out the night before. “What’s with you, anyway?” I asked Robert. “You’ve been saying that since we left my driveway an hour ago.”


He shrugged, not looking at me. “I’m just saying. A dog is a huge pain in the patootie.”


Robert was probably the only sixteen-year-old in existence who’d use the word “patootie.” If it was even a real word, which I doubted.


“Turn left up by that church,” I told him. “We should be almost there.”


A shiver ran through me as I said it. Almost there. Almost to the breeder’s house, where my lifelong dreams would finally come true. I was picking up my puppy today. My. Puppy. I could hardly believe it.


I’d wanted a dog my whole life, pretty much. At least since the day when I was five years old and went to a friend’s house to play, and fell in love with their sweet older Lab. After that, I’d dreamed of becoming a dog owner myself.


The reason it hadn’t happened for another ten years? My older sister, Britt. She was deathly allergic. Which meant no pets for me—until now. Britt had left for the University of Virginia two weeks earlier, and my parents had finally agreed to let me get a puppy. Of course, I had to promise to pay for the pup and all its expenses myself, and to do all the work involved. Oh, and to make sure whichever canine I got didn’t wreck the house, which was their pride and joy. Especially Mom’s. She loved redecorating the place almost as much as she loved redecorating herself at Neiman Marcus and the local spa.


“Seriously, though,” Robert said. “It’s not too late to back out. I have my phone—we can call this breeder chick, say we had a flat tire or something. . . .”


“Give it a rest, okay?” I scowled at him. “It would be nice if you could be at least a little supportive. This is only the most exciting thing I’ve ever done.”


“Bringing home some bag of fur? If you say so.” He eyed me. “Anyway, I am being supportive. I’m driving you to pick the mutt up, aren’t I?”


“That doesn’t count. You’d drive anyone anywhere.” That was true, and he knew it. He’d earned his license less than a month earlier, and the novelty hadn’t worn off yet. Slumping down in my seat, I consulted the directions again, then glanced out the window. We’d just left another tiny town behind, and thick forest lined both sides of the quiet country highway. “Wow, this place is really out in the middle of nowhere,” I said, hoping we weren’t going the wrong way.


“Yeah.” He flicked his gaze toward me. “Don’t a whole bunch of those stupid horror flicks you love so much start exactly like this?”


I chose to ignore that. Robert had never appreciated my taste in films. “Tell me again why you didn’t want to borrow your dad’s GPS?” I asked instead.


“I don’t believe in going where some high-tech gizmo tells me to go,” Robert informed me with a flicker of his usual spirit. “I believe in charting my own path, creating my own trail, following my own—”


“Turn there!” I interrupted, waving the paper at him. “Quick! Right there!”


Robert spun the wheel, squealing around the corner onto a tiny side road. The car thumped over a rut with a moan of protest from the springs.


“Are you sure this is right?” Robert asked, slowing down a little. He glanced dubiously at the tiny houses that appeared wherever the woods thinned out a bit. Most of them looked kind of worn out, with ragged lawns and sagging shutters.


“I think so.” I checked the printout again. “Yeah, this has got to be it. How many Raccoon Roads can there be around here? Now watch for number seventeen.”


Number seventeen turned out to be a brick ranch with a chain-link fence around its small, mostly dirt yard. A dog raced out of the house and barked at us as Robert pulled carefully into the narrow gravel driveway.


I smiled with relief. “Look, a sheltie—this is it!”


Robert cut the engine and glanced around. “Doesn’t look quite like it did on the website, does it?”


He was right, but I didn’t bother to respond. The sheltie was gorgeous, with a thick sable coat and an alert expression. I wondered if it was my puppy’s father.


“Come on, let’s go—we’re late,” I said, unclipping my seat belt.


By the time we climbed out of the car, a woman had come out onto the front stoop and called the sheltie over to her. She was in her forties or so, with a tired, pasty face and a knot of thinning light-brown hair twisted on top of her head. Her hands and feet were petite, but the rest of her was . . . not.


“Hi!” I called to her. “I’m Lauren. Is Vicky here?”


“I’m Vicky.” The woman gave me a weary smile. “Come on in, honey.”


“Oh. Um, thanks.” I tried to hide my surprise. Vicky wasn’t what I’d been expecting either. There had been no pictures of her on the website or anything, but there’d been lots of text talking about all the fun stuff she did with her dogs, from agility and obedience competitions to long walks in the woods. I’d formed a picture in my head of someone youthful and active and cool. Someone a little younger and, well, more athletic-looking.


But never mind. You weren’t supposed to judge a book by its cover, right?


“This is my friend Robert,” I told Vicky, gesturing for Robert to come join me. “He came along to help.”


Vicky glanced at Robert and did a double take. No wonder. We weren’t supposed to be playing the Disguise Game today, but that didn’t mean he looked normal. He was dressed in his favorite vintage pink bowling shirt with one of his dad’s prep school ties knotted over it.


“Come on in, kids,” Vicky said. “Your puppy’s waiting for you.” She turned and heaved herself back up the step, disappearing into the house. The sheltie went with her.


I traded a look with Robert. He actually looked more alert and interested than he’d been all day. Unlike me, he enjoys it when things don’t go as expected. I rolled my eyes at him, then followed Vicky inside.


Her house smelled like dog poo and burned milk. A loud chorus of barking erupted as soon as we entered, and half a dozen more shelties came pouring into the tiny, dimly lit front room from every direction. Soon we were surrounded.


“Boys! Girls! Down, please,” Vicky ordered. “We have guests.”


Most of the dogs obeyed, though one cute little blue merle insisted on continuing to sniff Robert’s crotch. Robert eyed the sheltie with suspicion.


“The puppies are back here,” Vicky said, heading through a doorway that turned out to lead into the kitchen.


The place was small and even smellier than the rest of the house. A round wooden table and several chairs had been pushed back to make room for a large exercise pen. Newspaper covered most of the linoleum, and the sink was full of unwashed dishes.


But I hardly noticed any of that. My gaze went straight to the half-dozen adorable sheltie puppies running around the pen. As we approached, one of the adult dogs separated itself from the rest of the pack and jumped the low barrier into the x-pen.


“That’s Bella, the mother,” Vicky said. “Your puppy is the little sable in the corner there.”


“Wait, doesn’t she get to pick out her own dog?” Robert put in.


“That’s not how it works.” I shot him a glare, wishing he’d listened better when I’d explained all this. “Vicky chooses a puppy for me based on what I told her I’m looking for. After all, she knows the pups best.”
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