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      This book is dedicated to the students I have met over this past year who remind me that writing about a silly pug can bring laughter into a child’s life.
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            Vacuum’s Return

          

        

      

    

    
      My sister, Peach, and I stay indoors during the bright hours of the hot summer days. When the light fades in the evening, we play in the backyard or take long walks with our family. But after many dark sleeps of this pattern, I begin to long for days with adventure and nights filled with mysteries to solve. The calm and quiet are not for a pug like me.

      One day I search the house for new toys. In the backyard, I sniff the entire fence looking for traces of squirrels. On our walks, I inspect the light posts, and Peach searches the mailboxes. We find nothing.

      With no adventures in sight, I slip into a pug depression. I wake up only to eat. I can’t help it. I can’t get excited about the same old routine. Peach, on the other hand, is her normal, spunky self. She jumps on my head when I’m sleeping under the blankets, and she tries to play with me. If that doesn’t work, she barks in my ear until I give in. We run laps around the living room or play keep away with a toy or a ball. Usually, Peach riles me enough that I pug sprint through the whole house with her chasing. When I break into pug sprints, I feel joy again. I’m glad Peach forces me off the couch.

      After today’s round of chase, I daydream on the couch about past adventures. I think about the snowman, Squeaks, the skate park, and Vacuum.

      Vacuum!

      I haven’t seen Vacuum in a long time. What happened to her? Finally, I have a mystery to solve.

      Peach is sleeping next to me on the couch. I nudge her with my paw. She blinks a few times and then closes her eyes. I push her a little harder. She groans at me. She is a pain to wake up! I bark twice, and with another loud groan, Peach opens her eyes.

      I jump to the floor. After three more groans, Peach hops to the ground. I lead Peach around the house, sniffing each door for signs of Vacuum. Peach follows me, but she is confused. I don’t think she has met Vacuum yet.

      Where could Vacuum be?

      When we hear Ben and Lucy walk through the front door, we sprint down the stairs to greet them. With my tail dancing, I jump in circles around them, licking their hands.

      “Hi, Zelda!” Lucy says. Peach jumps in the air, and her long tongue licks Lucy’s face.

      “Hi, Peach!” She laughs. Ben pets both of us on our head.

      “How was school?” Hannah asks, walking into the living room. Ben and Lucy drop their bags on the floor. Lucy hops on the couch. Peach joins her, giving her more kisses. Ben stoops to pick up a ball. He throws it, and I scurry after it, knowing Peach isn’t far behind.

      The Vacuum mystery is pushed to the back of my mind over the next few days. With the sun no longer burning our backs during the day, Peach and I spend more time outside. Peach chases the birds that fly through the backyard. I watch the leaves swirl in the air, knowing the leaf piles will appear soon. I can’t wait to run and jump in them.

      After a walk with Nate, Ben, and Lucy, Peach and I step into the house. A well-known scent fills my nose.

      She’s back!

      I dash through the house. I smell her everywhere, but I don’t see her. I run up the stairs with Peach on my tail. The smell of Vacuum is stronger upstairs. I follow my nose to a door in Hannah and Nate’s room. The door is closed, but she is behind the door. I know it.

      I scratch at the door, trying to pry it open. Peach barks behind me. She doesn’t know what I am doing or why, but I can’t explain Vacuum without showing her. I bark back.

      “Zelda, Peach, leave it,” Hannah says. She stands in the doorway of her bedroom. I scratch again at the door.

      “Fine,” she says. Hannah walks over to us, opens the door, and then walks away.

      Vacuum stands before us. She doesn’t make a sound, but I feel her glare. I lunge for her and bark. Peach sits next to me staring at Vacuum without a trace of fear in her eyes.

      If Peach only knew …

      [image: ]

      Over the next few days, I check on Vacuum in the closet. After my walks or any time outside, I sprint up the stairs to the closet. I bark at Vacuum and then run away. Some days, I bark more, hoping to get a reaction, but nothing happens. Peach follows me to Vacuum, but she stops after a few days of the same pattern. I know she thinks I am crazy.

      Several more dark sleeps pass by, and the whole family is home on this day. It’s a warm day, and I notice the breeze flowing through the windows into the house. Hannah lets us outside in the backyard. We run to the back fence and sprint through the yard. While we sprint and tackle each other, I hear a strange noise. I stop and listen.

      Vacuum!

      I bolt for the back door. On my hind legs, I scratch at the door. Peach joins me. I can’t see Vacuum, but the noise is present. I scratch and bark, hoping someone will hear us.

      Finally, Lucy wanders into the kitchen. She sees us at the door and lets us in the house. I scamper in the door and sprint up the stairs. I find Vacuum and Hannah together in Lucy’s room.

      Not Lucy’s room!

      I charge at Vacuum. Vacuum backs up, but Hannah is right behind her. I bark and take a nip toward her tube. Hannah and Vacuum move away from me to the other side of the bed. I run after them.

      “ARFFF! ARFFF!”

      Peach is next to me, with her high-pitched bark. She lunges at Vacuum, and I know she gets it. We bark and lunge in unison at Vacuum again and again.

      The noise stops. Peach turns to me. I look up at Vacuum. Hannah stands behind her, shaking her head.

      “Fine. I will put the vacuum away,” she says. She pushes Vacuum back into the closet. Peach and I prance out of the room together. Vacuum is back, but now it’s two against one!
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      Since our showdown with Vacuum, we haven’t seen her in the house. The door to Vacuum’s closet is shut. I think Hannah wants us to stay away from Vacuum. So when Nate asks if I want to go to the park, I jump on my hind legs and lick his hands. Without Vacuum to chase, I need an adventure!

      Nate tries to grab me to put on my harness, but I jump away from him. I run four laps in the living room. When I finish my laps, I stop to catch my breath. Peach is standing next to the door and wearing her harness. While I ponder my next move, Hannah grabs me from behind.

      “Ben, Lucy, let’s go!” Hannah shouts. They bound down the steps. I race them to the car. Peach beats all of us to the car. She jumps into the front seat with Hannah. I sit on the ledge between the front two seats. I have the perfect view from here. I sit, watching and waiting for our arrival at the park.

      The car turns into an area filled with trees of all sizes and shapes. A few cars sit next to us. This isn’t the park! I thought we were going to the fenced pug park or visiting the skate park. This isn’t either of those places.

      Peach and I step out of the car together. Nate takes my leash. Peach leads Hannah. Ben and Lucy walk next to us. Peach and I try to explore the grassy area next to the trees, but we are pulled in another direction. Hannah leads us to a leaf-covered path in the trees.

      Under the canopy of the trees, the air is cool and refreshing. Streams of light filter through the branches to the ground. Red, orange, and yellow leaves dance in the air on the way to the forest floor.

      As we walk, I stop to smell the tree trunks. I recognize the scent of dogs, birds, and squirrels, but some of the smells are new to me.

      “Hannah, did you bring water and treats for Zelda and Peach?” Nate asks.

      Treats? Where? I run to Nate’s side.

      “Yes, I did,” Hannah says.

      “Good. Let’s take the dogs off leash. They won’t go anywhere,” Nate says.

      “Are you sure?” Hannah asks.

      “Yes. They will be fine. Our dogs are smart,” Nate says.

      I’m smart. Sometimes I’m not so sure about Peach.

      Nate bends over to unhook me. When he is close to my face, my nose tickles. I sneeze at the same time he unhooks me. Oops.

      “Ugh. Zelda,” he says. Ben and Lucy laugh. I sprint in a circle around my family, enjoying my newfound freedom. Hannah unhooks Peach. Peach jogs to the front to join me. We continue on the path with our family until we arrive at a small, sunny clearing with two fallen trees spread across it.

      “Let’s stop for lunch here,” Hannah says, taking off her backpack.

      “Sounds good,” Nate replies.

      “I want to keep going,” Ben says.

      “I don’t think so,” Hannah says. “We need to turn around so Lucy can make it home.” Ben groans.

      Nate pours water into a bowl. Without thinking, I drink it all before Peach has a chance to taste it. Luckily, Nate pours more water. I step away from the bowl so Peach can drink. Hannah tosses a blanket on the ground. Peach and I sprawl across it.

      “Zelda, Peach, off!” Hannah says.

      We move off the blanket. The family sits on it while Hannah hands out snacks and sandwiches to them. I creep closer, eager for a bite of their food.

      “No way, Zelda,” Ben says. “I’m hungry.” He shoos me away.

      Fine. If they don’t want me here, I will find something else to do. I walk away from my family to search the clearing for something fun to do. My nose leads me on a trail to the base of a fallen tree. I know the smell is squirrel. I love squirrels!

      I look at my family talking and eating. Peach sits on the ground beside them, hoping for food. Nobody is paying attention to me, so I leap on the log. I walk on the log farther in the air. It leads to a tree. The smell continues up the tree to the branch above me. This tree is huge—the tree reaches high into the sky, and its branches are almost as wide as the trunk.

      I look up to the next branch. The gap is small. I make it to the branch with a long step. I cross the gap and follow the branch away from the trunk. The scent leaps to the branch above. I step up to that branch and walk across it to the other end. The scent is getting stronger. I leap across a small gap to another branch.

      “Mom, I’m tired,” Lucy says. I look to my family. They are way below me. I didn’t realize how high I climbed.

      “I know. We are heading back soon,” Hannah says.

      I don’t have much time.

      The next jump is a big one. The branch on the other side is much smaller than this one. I’m sure it can hold a squirrel, but can it support a muscular pug like me?

      “Where’s Zelda?” Ben asks.

      Uh oh.

      Peach’s tail wags, her nose twitches, and she gazes into the air at me. She doesn’t hesitate.

      “ARFFF! ARFFF!”

      I scramble back toward the tree, but as I move, I hear cracking noises. I freeze. The branch is breaking! I need to get out of this tree.

      “She’s in the tree, Nate,” Hannah says.

      “How did she get there?” Nate says.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you reach her?”

      I look at the next branch below me. It looks like way too far of a jump to be safe. Is this the way I came?

      Nate walks over to me. He stands underneath me.

      “I can’t reach her. She needs to jump into my arms,” he says. I look down at him. It’s a long way down to him.

      Crack. The branch isn’t going to last much longer.

      “Here, take these treats,” Hannah says.

      “Zelda, come here, girl,” Nate says softly. I look into his eyes. “It’s okay. I’ll catch you.”

      Peach barks and whines. She’s worried.

      “Come, Zelda,” he says again. Nate will catch me. He will catch me.

      My pug courage returns. I take a deep breath, and then I leap off the branch. The free fall is terrifying until Nate catches me in his arms. My heart is pounding, but I am okay.

      “Good girl, Zelda,” Nate says. He gives me a bacon treat.

      “Hannah, can you hand me her leash?” Nate says. He leashes me and places me on the ground. Peach sprints to me and licks my face seven times.

      “How did she get in the tree, Dad?” Lucy asks.

      “I have no idea, Lucy,” Nate replies.

      “Maybe she was hunting a squirrel,” Ben says.

      “Or maybe she thought she was a squirrel again,” Hannah says.

      Nate chuckles. “I don’t think we will ever know,” he says. “It’s another pug mystery.”

      “What if she got stuck in the tree? Or fell out of it?” Hannah says, shaking her head.

      “That didn’t happen, so let’s not worry about it,” Nate replies. “Let’s go home.” As we walk back to our car, Hannah’s words cycle through my head. What if the branch had broken? I am a lucky pug.
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      After the hike, I take it easy for a few days to stay out of trouble. I spend most of the day sleeping on the couch with Peach. When I hear the car in the driveway, I stand and wait by the front door with her. Hannah opens the door. Lucy follows Hannah into the house.

      “Let’s go outside,” Hannah says. I lick Lucy’s hand and then race to the back door. Hannah opens the door. Peach and I race to the fence. When I hear voices, I turn around. Nate and Ben are in the backyard. They set two huge, orange balls on the table on the patio and step inside.

      I sprint to the table to investigate. I leap on the bench and then the table. The orange things don’t look like balls with their strange, almost-round shape. They don’t smell like any dogs or animals.

      What are these things?

      The back door opens.

      Uh oh.

      “Zelda!” Hannah shouts. I leap to the ground. “Off the table!” she yells as she removes one of the orange balls, but I’m already on the ground. I need to be more careful. I trot to the back of the yard. Peach is staring at a bird perched on top of the fence. I creep forward. She turns and gives me the “Don’t move” look. I stop, even though I think chasing birds is silly. How is she ever going to catch something that flies?

      Like a flash of lightning, Peach leaps into the air and snaps her jaw at the bird. It’s too late—the bird escapes to the sky, but Peach was close. Her mouth almost touched the bird’s legs. Maybe she will catch a bird someday.

      She turns around with sad eyes. We walk to the patio table and the orange things. Peach watches the door while I jump on the table to inspect. A brown trunk rests on top of the orange circle. When I sniff it this time, the scent reminds me a little bit of a tree. Next, I lick it, but it doesn’t taste like anything. I wish it tasted like bacon.

      I stand on my hind legs to reach the top of the orange thing and the brown trunk. I chew on the brown part. It feels good on my teeth, like a bone. I chew more, putting myself into an accidental trance.

      “Zelda! Off!” Hannah yells again. “Stop chewing the pumpkin.”

      What is a pumpkin?

      I shake myself out of the trance and follow Peach into the house. I’ll have another chance with the pumpkin.

      [image: ]

      On our next trip outside, the pumpkins aren’t on the table or in the yard. I run a lap around the fence line on the lookout for the pumpkins.

      “ARFFF! ARFFF!”

      Peach stands on the side of the yard peering through the fence at the driveway. I run to her and look. A sliver of orange is peeking out from the front of the house.

      The back door opens. The whole family walks out the back door. Hannah and Lucy place a white cloth on the table. Ben and Nate unload some unknown supplies on the table. They walk through the gate to the front of the house. A minute later, they return with the pumpkins.

      I dash forward, hoping I can sink my teeth into one of them again. It feels so good.

      “Zelda, Peach, inside,” Hannah commands. I turn to Hannah, giving her my best sad-pug face. “Let’s go,” she says. Peach sprints into the house, and I reluctantly follow her inside.

      Peach and I watch my family from inside the door. The scene in front of us is confusing. My family is digging out the orange thing, or rather the pumpkin. They spoon out orange goopy stuff from the middle of the pumpkin. I think they are destroying it! Why?

      The scene becomes stranger with every minute. After a long time of scooping orange goop, they stab and pierce the pumpkin, taking out chunks of all sizes. The more I watch, the more delicious the chunks look. I bet they would feel wonderful on my teeth. I turn to Peach. She is drooling. She has the same idea.

      We wait for what seems like forever. Finally, the family starts to clean up, and all the pieces of pumpkin go into a bag.

      Oh no!

      The pumpkin pieces bag is thrown away. The remains of the two big pumpkins sit on the table. I don’t know how they are standing after all the chopping and cutting. Hannah, Nate, Ben, and Lucy carry items into the house. They let Peach and me outside into the backyard. The pumpkin shells remain on the table.

      I stare at them from the ground, afraid of what will happen if I jump on the table again. Peach barks, and I know she wants to jump on the table too. The family keeps walking in and out of the house, but the pumpkins stay on the table.

      Peach and I hang out along the fence line until we can’t wait any longer. The family is inside at the moment, so we creep to the table. I jump on the bench opposite from the door. Peach stays on the ground.

      The pumpkins are glowing!

      I step back and turn away. Peach barks. Slowly, I turn to face the pumpkin. My fur is standing up on my back. I jump on the table and stand face-to-face with the glowing pumpkin. After I stare for a moment, I realize the glowing parts of the pumpkin remind me of something.

      I’m staring at a pug face.

      Is the pumpkin a pug? Or is the pug a pumpkin? I don’t know. The other pumpkin looks like Peach. I bark for Peach. She leaps on the table beside me. Peach takes a look at the Peach pumpkin and looks at me. I tilt my head, unsure of what to do. Peach does the opposite. She lunges forward at the Peach pumpkin.

      “Peach! No! Leave it!” Nate yells, running out the back door.

      “ARFFF! ARFFF!”

      Peach ignores him, running into the pumpkin. The pumpkin topples over onto its side and rolls to the end of the table. I watch in slow motion as Nate sprints to the table and catches the Peach pumpkin before it hits the ground. I stand, stunned, on the top of the table.

      Nate places the Peach pumpkin on the ground and sits on the bench. Peach walks to him and licks his face, pretending like nothing happened.

      “That was a close one,” he said. “Let’s not tell anyone else about this.” He stands and lifts the pumpkins one at a time over the fence and out of our reach. “Inside,” he says. We run inside, but I’m bummed. I never had the chance to eat one!
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      When Nate walks in the house with a gleam in his eyes and a bag in his hand, I know he is up to something.

      “Hi, Zelda. Hi, Peach,” he says. I look at him from my perch on the couch. Lucy, Ben, and Hannah walk in the door behind him.

      “Can we put the costumes on now?” Ben asks.

      “Please, Mom,” Lucy says.

      “Okay,” Hannah says. Nate places the bag on the coffee table and lifts some cloth out of the bag.

      “Zelda, are you ready to transform into Spiderpug?” Nate asks. I don’t move. I don’t even blink. I look straight ahead. What is he talking about?

      Nate takes a seat next to me on the couch. He lifts me into his lap. Peach jumps on the couch and starts licking Nate’s face. He pushes her away.

      “Wait, Peach,” he says. Nate grabs a bright red cloth with dark lines across it. I squirm to get away, but Nate holds me tight. He lifts the cloth over my head and wraps it around me. I go limp.

      “She looks adorable,” Hannah says. “Even if she hates the Spiderpug costume.”

      “I love it,” Ben says.

      “Me too,” Lucy says. I flip the cloth off my head and sigh. Peach walks over to me and licks my face. I shake my body, hoping to break free of the cloth. It’s not moving.

      “Okay, Peach, it’s your turn,” Nate says. He lifts Peach into his lap. Peach licks his face over and over while he slips a dark cloth over her. Nate moves from the couch and walks around the corner to the kitchen. Peach stays still. I walk over to her, but then we hear it: the crinkling of a treat bag in the kitchen. We leap off the couch and dart to the kitchen. Nate stands with a treat bag in his hand.

      “We need to see Batpeach jump with her cape,” he says. I sit waiting for a command. Peach, on the other hand, is jumping up and down in the air for the treat. When she jumps, the dark cloth floats in the air.

      “Look at Peach,” Nate says, laughing. The rest of the family walks into the kitchen.

      “The cape is awesome when she jumps,” Ben says.

      “It looks like she is flying,” Lucy says.

      Nate gives Peach and me a treat. I jump in the air like Peach, but my clothes don’t work like hers. She has the better costume. How come I don’t get to wear that one?

      We munch on a few more treats and then return to the living room. Peach grabs a toy, shakes it, and sends it flying across the room. I take her bait and chase after it. We run laps around the couch for a few minutes until I see Peach chasing after me in her costume. The envy takes over, and I stop running. I plop on Lucy’s lap.

      “Okay. Let’s take the costumes off. Zelda looks miserable, and we don’t want them to ruin the costumes before Halloween,” Hannah says.

      “Do we have to?” Lucy asks. Her mother nods. When the costume is off my body, I jump off the couch and grab a ball. Then I sprint around the house. When I finish my sprints, Peach’s costume is gone too. My tail bounces.

      [image: ]

      I don’t see the costumes for several days, but when Ben and Lucy come down the stairs wearing funny clothes, my instincts tell me to hide. Ben is wearing all dark clothes, and his face is white. Lucy is wearing a glimmering dress with something shiny on her head. They both look funny, and that worries me.

      “Happy Halloween!” Hannah says to them. “Are you excited?”

      “I can’t wait to trick-or-treat!” Lucy says.

      “Can Zelda and Peach come with us tonight?” Ben asks.

      “Sure,” Hannah says.

      “They have to wear their costumes,” Ben says. Lucy’s grin widens. Peach dashes to Ben and jumps on him in excitement. I slump into the couch. Not the costumes again. “I can’t wait to show off Batpeach and Spiderpug.”

      Spiderpug. What a lame name. Somehow I have to switch the costumes. I want to be Batpug!

      I rest up for the big night during the morning and afternoon. When Ben and Lucy return home in the afternoon, I jerk awake. Peach is sleeping beside me, but she stirs with the opening of the door.

      “How was your day?” Hannah asks. Ben and Lucy talk with Hannah for a while. I perch myself in Hannah’s lap. When the Batpeach costume appears, the plan is to jump into it before Peach can. After a few minutes, my eyes start to feel heavy. I want to take a nap, but I know I can’t. I have to stay awake. I jump off Hannah’s lap and sit on the cold, hard floor.

      After sitting on the floor for a few minutes, the costumes haven’t appeared yet. I join Peach on the couch. I let my eyes close this time.

      When I wake, Nate is home, and the house is bustling with activity. The family sits at the table and eats quickly. When they finish, Ben and Lucy rush upstairs. Nate stays in the kitchen, so I head up the stairs. Hannah and Lucy shut the door to Lucy’s room. When the door opens, Lucy emerges in her glimmering dress. A few minutes later, Ben comes from his room. He is wearing his dark clothes and bright white face again. The costume time is coming!

      I dash downstairs to Nate. He is in the kitchen, so I search for the Batpeach costume. On the table, a piece of dark cloth peeks out of a bag. I can’t get to it, and footsteps are coming. I run back to the living room. Nate follows me. Hannah comes down the stairs.

      “Almost ready to go?” he asks.

      “Yes, I think so,” Hannah says.

      “Let’s go, then,” Nate says.

      “Wait, Mom said we could bring the dogs,” Ben says. Hannah nods.

      “Okay, let’s get them ready.” I know this is my cue. Nate walks over to the table and grabs the bag. He pulls out the dark costume first. Peach is next to Lucy. She is playing tug of war with her. Perfect. She is distracted.

      Nate sits on the couch with the costume in his hand. Before he can say anything, I jump into his lap. I nuzzle my head through an opening of the costume.

      “Zelda! What are you doing?” I ignore him and try to slip my body into the costume. I don’t make much more progress until I feel Nate’s hands guiding the costume over me. I see light and poke my head through the opening. I look around. I am wearing the costume!

      I move off Nate’s lap. I can feel the cloth all around me. I hear the voices of my family, but I ignore them. I can’t wait to try out the flying powers. I leap off the couch expecting to soar, but my paws get tangled in the cloth as I land. I topple over. I look up. Peach is staring at me with her big brown eyes. She is devastated.

      I ignore her sad eyes and sprint the other direction. I run into problems again. I trip over the costume. I stop and look at myself. The bat costume is way too big for me. Why didn’t I think about that earlier? I can’t make this work for me.

      I turn and walk back into the living room. Peach watches my every move, and I feel terrible. I didn’t think about Peach. I stumble to Nate.

      “Sorry Zelda, this costume isn’t for you. This is for Batpeach,” Nate says. He lifts the clothes off me. Peach sprints over to him. Nate places the dark cloth over her. Nate is right. I shouldn’t have taken Peach’s costume. I can’t have everything. I walk over to her and lick her face. She smiles and then takes off, her cape flowing behind her.

      Nate lifts me up and places the red-and-black costume on me.

      “Here you go, Spiderpug,” he says. Spiderpug. Maybe it does have a fun ring to it.

      I jump off the couch and chase Batpeach. After a few minutes of chasing each other, Nate rounds us up and leashes us. Nate, Ben, Lucy, Peach, and I walk out the front door. Lucy and Ben lead the way down the street, stopping at each house. Nate waits with us in the driveway, away from the front door. Many of the houses have the glowing pumpkins by the door, but none look like me. I push forward hoping Nate will let me near one, but he doesn’t.

      The streets are very busy tonight. People of all sizes wearing funny clothes walk on the sidewalks. Peach greets many of the people with kisses. When she jumps in the air, people laugh and smile. Peach enjoys the spotlight. I’m glad she can have her moment as Batpeach.
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      The loud roar of a truck awakens me from my afternoon nap with Peach. I leap to the top of the couch and look out the window. A giant brown truck is parked in front of our house. Peach groans on the couch. I turn my gaze to her. She stretches her long legs.

      The bang of a car door catches my attention. A tall man with a medium-sized box strolls up our driveway. I run to the door and wait.

      Knock. Knock.

      I bark and scratch at the door.

      Who is this guy? What does he want?

      He isn’t responding. I run back to my lookout on the couch. I hear the bang of a door shutting, but I don’t see the man anywhere. When I hear the roar of the truck, I know I have lost him. The truck drives away. I bark at Peach in frustration. She hasn’t moved from her spot on the couch.

      What about the box?

      I think the box is outside our door. I wonder what is in it. I jump to the couch and nudge Peach, but she doesn’t move. I paw at her, and then I hear a half-hearted growl. Nope, she doesn’t want to get up.

      I leap to the floor and walk to the door. With my family away, I have no way outside. When they come home, I will rush out the door to the box. I lie on the hard, cold floor by the door. The floor feels good on my belly at first, but soon I grow cold. I spot a blanket across the room. I grab it with my mouth and pull it in front of the door. I lie on the blanket.

      The low hum of the car pulling into the driveway alerts me to my family’s return. I rise to a sitting position. The side door opens a few minutes later. Peach rises from the couch and runs to greet Hannah. I wait by the door until Hannah rounds the corner into the living room.

      “Hi, Zelda,” she says. She looks at me and shakes her head. “What are you doing by the door, Zelda?” She walks to me and picks me up. “C’mon, let’s get the package.”

      She opens the door. The brown box is sitting next to the door. With one arm firmly wrapped around me, Hannah uses her other arm to grab the package. I squirm and fidget trying to break free. She reaches the package before I can get out of her hold. She takes both of us inside.

      Hannah sits on the couch with the box. The box isn’t very big. It’s smaller than me. I jump on the couch next to her. Peach sits on the opposite side. Hannah tears into the box, and a delicious smell invades my nose. I slide closer to her, trying to get a better look and smell, but I still can’t see anything. I sneak under her arm and stick my head in the box. The smell is yummy. I see a bag of something—maybe treats?

      “Okay, Zelda,” Hannah says. “I’ll give you one.” She scoots me away from the box and lifts the bag. The crinkling of the bag causes Peach to lunge for it.

      “Peach, wait,” she says. Peach freezes. Hannah opens the bag and pulls out two long strips. I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything so great, except for bacon. I try to wait, but I can’t do it. I lunge for the treat. Peach has the same idea. We both snatch a strip, jump to the floor, and dig in. The treat is amazing. I gobble it up and jump back on the couch. I look to Hannah.

      “Nope, no more for you two,” she says. She takes the bag and walks into the kitchen. I look at Peach. I know she feels the same way I do. Those were the best treats ever. I want more!

      [image: ]

      At every opportunity, Peach and I beg for more of those treats. Most attempts are unsuccessful, but sometimes we get lucky. Except for the hunt for more treats, we are low on adventures and excitement. The weather is colder each day, and our time outside grows short. My least favorite season, winter, is here.

      The sun shines today, so I lie in the sunbeams on the floor. A roar outside captures my attention. I hop on my perch and look out the window.

      The brown truck is back!

      I start barking. Peach joins me on the couch and looks out. With one look at the brown truck, her tail starts wagging. She knows the brown truck brought the treats, too.

      We wait by the window, watching the man in the brown clothes. I hear the slam, and then he walks to the back of his truck. He pulls out a box bigger than me. As he approaches the house, a great idea pops in my head. I bounce around the living room waiting for him. When I hear the knock, I sprint to the front door. Peach is right beside me. Hannah comes from the kitchen.

      “Wait,” she says to us.

      There’s no way I’m waiting!

      Hannah opens the door, and I dart out. I hear Peach behind me as I run to the truck. The shouts of my name don’t stop me.

      The back of the truck is open. I see rows and rows of boxes. The jump into the truck is high, but I think I can do it. I back up several paces, then run and leap. My front paws grab onto the ledge of the truck. My hind legs are hanging off the truck. With all my pug strength, I pull myself over the edge.

      I’m in the truck!

      I bark twice at Peach. She leaps into the truck without any effort. Geez, she’s a springy dog! With Peach beside me, I look at the rows of boxes. I don’t know where to start, so I pick the closest one. I scratch and gnaw on it, trying to open the box.

      “Zelda, Peach, come!” Hannah yells. I turn to see Peach cowering while Hannah leashes her.

      I don’t have much time. I run deeper into the truck, away from Hannah’s arms. I start digging into a box when unfamiliar hands grab me.

      “C’mon, pug. Time to go home,” the truck man says. I don’t like being held by anyone, especially strangers. I suffer through it. He carries me back to the house. Hannah walks Peach back.

      “I’m so sorry,” Hannah says. “I don’t know why they jumped in your truck.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It added some excitement today,” he says. “It’s not every day I see a pug jump in my truck. I can’t believe she could make that jump.”

      “She’s a springy little pug,” Hannah says. “Sorry again.” Hannah called me springy! The man hands me to Hannah. She grabs me and shuts the door. She places me on the floor and then sighs.

      “Zelda, you need to stop these antics,” Hannah mumbles. I ignore her and look around. The new box sits next to the door. I walk over and scratch it.

      “That’s not for you,” Hannah says, but I keep scratching. “No, Zelda,” Hannah says. She lifts the box out of my reach and places it on the table. I watch Hannah open the box, but I smell nothing. It’s not the treats. Hannah pulls out a book, confirming my theory. If that box didn’t have treats, then the boxes in the truck probably didn’t have treats either. Oh well. It was worth a try!
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            The Stocking Escapade

          

        

      

    

    
      Not long after the brown truck incident, the family comes home with a large tree. They place the tree in the living room across from the couch. This isn’t the first time my family’s brought a tree into our living room. For the past few years, when it grows cold, a tree appears in the living room for a while. Then it disappears one day. It’s strange.

      I have learned to leave the tree alone. The family doesn’t want me playing with the tree toys or messing with the packages under the tree. The only thing I can do is drink the tree water. I like the tree water because it tastes a little different from the water in my bowl.

      I think the tree has something to do with one of the best days of the year—Christmas. Every year on Christmas, my family gives me great gifts. Two years ago, I received a new owl. Last year, Peach was my present! I can’t wait to see what happens on Christmas this year.

      With the tree in the living room, I awake every morning hoping it’s Christmas. I rush down the stairs to the tree. So far, Christmas hasn’t come. While I wait for Christmas, the packages under the tree multiply. I notice the red socks hang on the wall next to the tree. The brown truck with brown-suit man visits our home frequently, but he doesn’t bring boxes of treats. Or rather, I don’t think he has. Hannah doesn’t let us near the boxes or the door when he comes. She gates us in the kitchen or makes us go out in the backyard.

      I’m napping on the couch when Hannah comes home. She walks into the house and says hello to Peach and I. She lets us out in the backyard. After Peach and I race each other to the back fence, we sprint inside.

      Peach and I smell something delicious on our return to the living room. Peach spots the source of the smell first and goes to investigate. She stands on her hind legs with her front paws against the wall, trying to reach the red socks. A bone is sticking out of one of the red socks. The smell of the bone tells me that I want it now.

      While Peach reaches for the bone, I notice an orange dragon wing in the other red sock. I love squeaky dragon toys because they survive endless rounds of tug-of-war between Peach and me. We need to get the socks down.

      Even on her hind legs, Peach isn’t close enough to reach the red socks. I don’t think she can jump from the ground to reach it, either, but she is determined. While Peach leaps for the socks, I scan the room for ideas. She jumps straight into the air, but she isn’t close enough to knock the socks down. Peach doesn’t realize her effort is pointless. Over and over she bounces in the air, but I can’t come up with any better ideas.

      I bark at Peach, telling her to give it up. She stops jumping and whines. I don’t know what to tell her, so I grab the nearest toy to distract her. She takes the bait. We run laps around the living room, chasing each other and playing tug-of-war.

      A few minutes later, we are panting on the couch when the front door opens. Lucy and Ben walk into the room. They greet us with squeezes. We return the greeting with kisses, sneezes, and wagging tails. As Lucy pets my wrinkles, an idea pops into my pug brain.

      I leap off the couch and sit underneath the red sock. I bark at Peach to join me, but she keeps licking Lucy’s face. When Peach finally stops, she looks at me. Her eyes light up. She jumps off the couch and starts her air jumps for the socks.

      “Peach, what are you doing?” Lucy asks. She stumbles from the couch and wanders to us. Peach stops jumping. Peach and I sit with our eyes up, focused at the red sock.

      “They want the stocking,” Ben says. Lucy looks to the red sock. Her hand reaches for it.

      “Don’t give it to them,” Hannah yells from the kitchen. “It’s not Christmas yet.” Lucy’s hand falls to her side.

      “Sorry, Zelda. Sorry, Peach,” Lucy says. Peach and I collapse to the floor. She bends over and pets both of our heads, then walks into the kitchen. I turn to Peach. This isn’t over.

      The next day, I look for an opportunity to get the red sock, but I can’t figure one out. Peach and I are stuck staring at the toy while the scent of the bone teases us. It’s terrible.

      When we can’t take it anymore, we turn our gaze to the little cars under the tree. We do anything we can to distract ourselves from the socks. I drink tree water. Peach chases tiny balls around the house. When the dark comes, Peach and I cuddle with Lucy on the couch.

      When I wake up, Lucy is lifting me from the couch. I see the wing sticking out from the sock across the room. I need that toy. Lucy is carrying me somewhere, maybe up to bed. The sock is getting closer. We are going to walk right next to it. I shake my head to wake myself up. I have an opportunity. I can’t miss it.

      The red sock is a step or two away. I look down. It will be a far drop, but my pug legs are strong. I need to time my jump perfectly. I squirm a bit in Lucy’s arms. She loosens her grip. My hind legs tense. One more step. I leap for it.

      “Zelda!” Lucy screams.

      Time slows down in the air.

      I see the red sock and clasp my jaws around it while my paws scratch at the one next to it.

      I have the sock!

      Crash.

      I slam into the wall and fall. Time speeds back up. I can’t get my feet under me. I’m turning in the air. My back slams into the cold floor.

      Ow.

      “Zelda, are you okay?” Lucy asks.

      Peach is by my side. She nudges me and licks my face. I rise and look around. A red sock lies on either side of me. Peach steps to my left and sticks her head in one. She pulls the bone out. I see the wings sticking out of the other one.

      “Is everything okay?” Hannah asks. I hear footsteps on the stairs. My body hurts, but I squirm to the red sock. I stick my paw in it and pull the dragon to me. I grab the wing with my mouth and shake it free of the sock.

      “What happened here?” I turn to see Hannah looking at us. “I told you not to give them their stockings yet.”

      “Mom, I didn’t. Zelda jumped out of arms,” Lucy says.

      “And knocked both of the stockings down?” Hannah asks. Lucy nods. “That’s hard to believe.”

      “Mom, it’s true.” Hannah shakes her head. “I was carrying Zelda up the stairs, and she jumped for the stockings.”

      “I don’t know, Lucy.”

      “I swear, Mom.”

      Hannah looks at me. I chew on my dragon, trying to find the squeaker. Peach is in the bone zone beside me. I don’t make eye contact with Hannah or Lucy. I didn’t mean to get Lucy in trouble!

      “I’ll let it go this time, Lucy, but let’s wait until Christmas next year,” Hannah says.

      I hope Lucy isn’t mad at me.

      “Let’s go to bed,” Hannah says. They walk up the stairs. We follow them with our new toys in our mouths. Hannah tucks Lucy in bed like normal, but Lucy doesn’t let me under the blankets. I guess I can’t have it all.
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            Pug Ice Skating

          

        

      

    

    
      After the excitement of Christmas, my life slows down. Lucy allows me to sleep under the blankets with her again, and the cold wind and short days keep us inside. The white stuff covers the backyard, and I don’t smell any signs of life outside. Peach and I play with tennis balls or my new dragon to have a little fun, but we hope winter will go away soon.

      When the sunlight shines into the house one morning, I beg to go outside. Hannah lets us out into the backyard. The snow is everywhere, but the cold is bearable. Maybe I can go for a walk today. I need to find something fun to do.

      When Hannah lets us inside, I run to the front door. I sprawl across the front of the door so nobody can go out the front without me. But nobody tries to leave during the morning, and I accidentally fall asleep. When I awaken, Ben is sitting on the couch in the living room. I bark at him.

      “What do you want, Zelda?” he asks. I bark and paw at the front door. “Want to go for a walk?” When he says the word, a spark ignites inside me. I sprint circles around the room. My antics cause Peach to rise from her slumber. She barks at me.

      “What’s going on in here?” Nate asks, walking into the living room from the kitchen.

      “Zelda wants to go for a walk,” Ben says. “Can we take them?”

      “Sure. It’s not too cold today, and I could use some exercise,” Nate says.

      We are going on a walk!

      I run in circles until I make myself dizzy. When I stop to pant, Peach sits beside me with her tongue hanging out.

      Ben and Nate put on our harnesses. When we march onto the porch, the cold wind whips through my fur. I shiver, but I keep walking. Peach and Nate stand on the porch. Peach doesn’t want to move. I bark at her, and she slowly trots down the steps.

      We walk on the sidewalk between snow piles. The snow blocks the wind, and I don’t feel cold anymore. I try to find interesting smells, but the snow covers everything. I don’t mind the lack of smells. I’m just happy to be out on a walk.

      When we reach the end of our street, I catch a faint whiff of the first live scent on the walk. The scent of another animals is drifting from the direction of the pond. I lead us on a path in that direction.

      “Zelda wants to take the path to the pond,” Ben says.

      “Okay, we can do that,” Nate says.

      With Nate’s affirmation, I sprint forward. Ben runs beside me to the pond. Peach and Nate catch up to us a few minutes later. I look across the wide expanse of the pond. A group of ducks are walking across the water.

      Wait a minute? How are the ducks walking on the water?

      I stare at the ducks. Their paws move one step forward and then another step. They walk slowly across the pond.

      How do they do that?

      I turn to Peach for answers, but it is too late. She is in duck-hunt mode. With her body low to the ground, she slithers through the snow toward the ducks on the water. Nate trails behind her, leash in hand. I follow them. Peach stands close to the edge of the water. Nate reaches for Peach’s neck. He unhooks her leash.

      “You can let Zelda go, too. They won’t go anywhere, not in this snow,” Nate says.

      “What about the pond?” Ben asks.

      “This pond is frozen solid,” Nate says.

      “Are you sure?” Ben asks. Nate nods, so Ben unhooks my leash. My first instinct is to run like a crazy pug, but I realize Nate is right. In this snow, it’s hard to run anywhere. I look to the ducks. I want to figure out this duck-walking-on-water phenomenon.

      I walk to the edge of the pond. Peach’s attention is focused on the ducks, but she is hesitant to step forward. She isn’t sure about the water. I am not sure either, but the ducks can do it. If the ducks can walk on the water, we can do it too.

      I take a step forward. The water is cold and hard. I step with my other front paw so both of my front paws are on the water. Nothing happens. I walk a few more steps so all four paws are on the water. I don’t sink or even get wet. It’s strange.

      “Dad,” Ben says.

      “She’s fine,” Nate says.

      Following my lead, Peach takes a few steps on the water. We stand together. Peach looks at me with a glint in her eye.

      Uh oh.

      Then she goes for it. She takes off for the ducks at a full duck hunt sprint.

      “Dad!” Ben yells.

      “Peach!” Nate screams.

      I take off after Peach to stop her, but she falls to her side before she reaches the ducks. She slides across the water. I catch her quickly, and I try to stop myself next to her. I can’t get any traction. As I slide past her, the ducks scatter into the air out of our reach.

      Peach rolls over and stands. Ben and Nate are calling for us to return. The ducks are gone, so we trek toward Ben and Nate. When we are a few steps away from them, I hear the flutter of wings. I turn to see a few ducks land nearby. Peach turns and sees them. She drops down into sneak mode. After a few careful steps in the ducks’ direction, she propels herself at full speed toward them, but she doesn’t get enough traction. She loses her footing and falls on her belly. The ducks don’t even flinch.

      “Time to go home,” Nate says. I know those words. I better turn around. I bark for Peach. We trot carefully and slowly back to the snow. The ducks follow a few pug lengths behind us on the water. When we reach Ben and Nate, they leash us.

      “QUACK. QUACK.”

      Ben and Nate pull us back to the path, but we steal a glance at the ducks. They quack at us, urging us to come back and play another day. Or I think that is what they are saying. I don’t speak duck!
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      After the brief break from the cold, winter returns. I lose track of how many days pass until the sun bursts forth and the white stuff fades away. When I am outside, I listen to the sweet sound of birds chirping. I am so happy when pug-walking weather returns.

      I spend more time outside, but Peach doesn’t join me yet. With her short fur and thin coat, it’s a bit chilly for her. Plus, she doesn’t like to get dirty, so the wet, muddy yard isn’t her favorite place. I am the opposite, trampling through the puddles and mud. I come in so dirty sometimes that Hannah takes me straight to the bath.

      This morning I come inside ready for breakfast, but our food bowls are on the table, out of our reach. Our toys are gone too.

      What is going on?

      Peach sits on the couch with her eyes bulging. She tilts her head, and I know she doesn’t have a clue what is happening, either. Ben bounds down the stairs.

      “Mom, Dad is back,” he says.

      “Okay. Can you leash Zelda and Peach? We are going to do the meet-and-sniff outside,” she replies. Ben leashes Peach and me. He stands by the door. Hannah walks over and takes the end of my leash.

      “Let’s go,” she says. He opens the door.

      I smell him first. He is standing next to Nate. Peach is already pulling Ben toward him. He looks like Peach with his tall pointy ears and half-smashed face. He is black and white, but Peach is taller and skinnier than he is.

      Peach reaches the dog first. They sniff each other. Peach’s eyes are bugging out more than normal. She is excited, but Ben drags her away.

      “Zelda, meet Squirt,” Nate says. I approach him with caution. We sniff a bit, but he doesn’t seem interested in us. He simply sits staring at us. I don’t get it.

      “Let’s take them to the backyard,” Hannah says.

      We walk into the backyard. Peach and I are freed first. Peach waits for Squirt by the gate. When he walks through the gate, Peach’s crooked tail starts wagging, and she lunges for him. He darts out of the way. She takes off, but he doesn’t chase after her. Instead, he meanders forward. Peach is all the way to the fence when she realizes Squirt isn’t chasing her. She turns around and trots in our direction.

      I turn to Squirt. He sits in the grass a few steps from the gate. I approach him and nip at him, trying to bait him into a game. This time, he takes the bait and starts to move after me. But after a few steps in my direction, he stops. I don’t get it. Why doesn’t he play with us?

      Peach tries again. This time I watch him closely. I can tell from his wide eyes that he wants to play. He starts to run after Peach, and then I see the problem. One of his back legs is weak. He can’t run with us. I bark at Peach to let her know. Peach stops and trots to me with her ears down.

      “Okay, I think they will be fine together. Let’s take them inside before they turn into mud balls,” Hannah says.

      “Zelda, Peach, inside!” Nate says. Peach and I run for the back door. Squirt waddles in behind us. Peach and I stake our claim on the couch. Squirt stops at our water bowl. I think he is drinking the entire bowl! Peach and I look at each other with disdain.

      After emptying our water bowl, Squirt spots our pile of toys. He wanders over and picks out an Angry Bird. He shakes it and brings it over to Ben. Ben grabs the other end, and they play tug-of-war. Peach darts for Squirt and rips the bird from his mouth. She prances with the toy in her mouth to the other side of the room. Squirt walks back to the toy pile and grabs an owl this time. Peach dashes for Squirt again. Squirt drops the owl, and Peach runs away with it.

      “Peach, let Squirt play,” Ben says. He grabs another toy and brings it to Squirt. Peach groans and slumps to the floor. We watch Squirt play tug-of-war with Ben. Squirt grows tired after a few minutes and plops on the floor.

      Lucy walks into the living room. She ignores us and sits next to Squirt on the floor. She pets his head, and he rolls over on his back. Lucy scratches his belly. Pangs of jealousy rip through me. That should be me. Or even Peach—just not Squirt. I hope he isn’t staying long.

      Peach and I keep our distance from Squirt for the rest of the evening. I expect him to leave at any moment, but by bedtime, it’s clear he is staying overnight. Hannah sets up a dog bed for him in their room, so Peach and I curl up in our usual spot with Lucy.

      [image: ]

      Squirt stays with us for the next few days. Peach and I become protective of our family. When Norman visits, we know he is eventually going home, but we aren’t sure about Squirt. We don’t want him to stay. He steals some of our cuddle time with Lucy and our playtime with Ben. Plus, Squirt is the loudest snorer ever. He’s louder than Peach! I barely sleep with him around.

      I am the first dog awake the morning after the fourth dark sleep with Squirt. I walk downstairs. Hannah and Nate talk at the kitchen table.

      “When does Squirt leave?” Hannah asks.

      “I don’t know,” Nate says.

      “We can’t keep him forever,” she replies.

      “I know. But he doesn’t have a home right now. He has nowhere to go,” Hannah sighs. “Okay. A few more days,” she says, pouring herself a cup of coffee.

      “Yes. If nothing else, I’ll find another foster home for him. You know he could be a great dog,” Nate says.

      “I know. Let’s find him a home,” Hannah says.

      I am stunned and embarrassed. I never thought about where Squirt came from, why he is here, or if he has a family. It’s been a long time since Hannah and Nate adopted me, but I remember bits and pieces of life before here—the struggle to get food, the man who yelled, and the little girl who held me. Peach didn’t have a family before moving in with us, either. She used to spend everyday, all day, in cages.

      How could we be so mean? How could we forget?

      I hear the pitter-patter of paw steps on the stairs. Moments later, Peach and Squirt wander into the kitchen. I nod to Peach. Hannah places all three of our food bowls on the floor. Peach waits for Squirt to move first, letting him get the pick of the bowls. Squirt’s tail nub wags, and he eats his food first.

      For the rest of the day, we let Squirt play with our toys and drink our water. We even play tug-of-war with him. He can’t run with us because of his leg. At night, we give Squirt the prime cuddle spot with Lucy on the couch. I want Squirt to have a good day with us.

      The next day Squirt leaves. I overhear Nate and Hannah tell Ben and Lucy they found a family that will take good care of him. I am glad Squirt found a home.
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      The soft grass and gentle breeze of spring feels great after the cold winter. I am not the only one who is excited about spring. Peach bounds around the backyard with me. We love the backyard, but we can’t wait for a long walk. We haven’t walked to the pond since the duck walking-on-water incident.

      Today is our lucky day. I hear the word walk. Peach does too. She glances in my direction with a gleam in her eye.

      A few minutes later, the whole family walks on the sidewalk, except for Lucy. She is on her wheels. Peach and I stop at our favorite spots on the street. Peach likes houses with birds in the trees, and I like the houses with dogs outside or in the house. When we reach the intersection at the end of the street, I sneeze and then I look at Peach. She nods. It’s time to explore the pond.

      We both lunge forward, pulling our family down the street. The pond is a bit farther, and I want to see the ducks. After we stop a few more times for sneezes and to sniff the trees, a strong scent fills my nose. We are close to the pond. Peach hurries forward. I follow her.

      I stop when the glistening water of the pond stretches out before us. Crowds of geese fill the water and the grass next to the pond. Not geese! Geese are not the friendliest of the flying creatures. I take a few steps closer and scan the pond. Scattered between the geese are ducks. We love ducks, Peach especially, and after our last duck encounter, I am positive they love us, too.

      The path winds around the pond. We walk onward, but the ducks and geese don’t acknowledge our presence. Baby ducks and baby geese swim in a line through the water between the big ducks and geese. Peach sees the baby ducks and pulls Nate to the water’s edge. For a split second, I think she will jump in the water. Instead, she slinks to the ground and spies on them.

      “C’mon, Peach. Let’s go,” Nate says. He pulls on the leash, and Peach stands. They follow us on the path around the pond. I march ahead with my nose guiding me. A massive tree catches my attention. Squirrel scent covers the tree. I investigate the tree, searching for a familiar scent. Maybe Squeaks has been here?

      “HONK! HONK! HONK! HONK!”

      Uh oh. The geese are angry.

      I turn to face the pond. The geese are standing on the water’s edge, flapping their wings. That means trouble. I forget the tree and press forward. I want to get far away from the geese.

      “What has them all worked up?” Hannah asks. Ben shrugs his shoulders.

      “ARFFF!”

      Peach!

      I turn around, expecting to see the geese chasing Peach and Nate. What I see is very different. Nate is dragging Peach forward. There are no geese in sight, but one baby duck is chasing after Peach.

      “ARFFF!” Peach says again. The duck waddles to Peach, but Nate manages to pull Peach the other direction so she can’t reach the baby duck. The duck keeps running, so Peach plops on the grass, waiting for the duck to come.

      Oh no.

      I bark, telling Peach not to do it, but Nate has the same idea. He scoops Peach into his arms moments before the duck reaches pouncing range. Nate hurries to us with Peach in his arms. The duck scurries behind him. He picks up his pace, and the duck runs faster. The duck is cute. I bet he would be a good friend. I walk in their direction.

      “I don’t think so,” Hannah says. She holds my leash tight.

      “Let’s keep walking. Dad and Peach will catch up,” she says.

      “What about the duck?” Ben says.

      “Can we keep the duck?” Lucy asks.

      “No, the duck needs to stay here. He needs to find his family,” Hannah says. She leads us on the path back to our home. I trot slowly, with my head on a swivel to check on Peach and the duck.

      When Nate and Peach catch up to us, Nate sets Peach down. The duck is still running behind them.

      “Nate, you need to do something about the duck.”

      Peach looks at me with her big, brown eyes.

      We can do something about the duck!

      “I don’t know what to do,” he says.

      I hear the sound of flapping wings. I turn my head in time to see a giant goose swoop down behind us. The goose picks up the baby duck with its beak and flies away. The goose flies to a flock of ducks in the water. The baby duck lands in the water, and the ducks surrounding him begin to quack. I wonder what the ducks are saying.

      “Whoa,” Hannah says.

      The family starts on the path for home. We trot forward a few steps when the rush of wings returns. This time the sound is loud, echoing through the sky in our direction. When I turn my head, I lose my breath for a second. The geese are coming in a swarm toward us.

      “Um, Mom, Dad,” Ben says.

      “We better go,” Nate says.

      “Yes!” Hannah shouts. Peach and I lead the charge away from the pond. When we turn on our street, we slow down. I look in the sky to see the geese turning back to the pond. They let us go.

      “What happened back there?” Ben asks.

      “I don’t know,” Hannah says.

      “Maybe they thought we took one of their young,” Nate says.

      “But we didn’t,” Lucy says.

      “It’s okay, Lucy. It’s over. We won’t go back to the pond for a while,” Nate says.

      Peach and I look at each other again. No pond? No way! The geese don’t scare us. Actually, they do, but we can’t stay away from the pond. What about the ducks?
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      “Do you want to go for a ride?” Nate asks. Peach and I sprint for the door. We are always ready for a ride! Nate puts Peach in her harness first. I keep circling him doing my “Let’s go for a ride” dance. When he finishes with Peach, he glares at me.

      “Zelda, sit,” he says. I continue to hop around him, playing hard to get. “Fine, have it your way,” he says. His arm darts forward and corrals me. I am forced into the harness.

      “We are ready,” Nate shouts.

      “Coming,” Hannah replies. I hear the crash of footsteps on the stairs. Ben, Lucy, and Hannah join us at the door. When the door opens, Peach and I dart for the car. During the car ride, I gaze out the window at the street and cars. I don’t know where we are going.

      We slow down on a street with tall buildings on either side. Nate takes the car inside one of the buildings. When the car stops, I leap to the door, ready to go. Nate takes my leash and Hannah grabs Peach’s leash. We step into a room filled with more cars. Where is the grass?

      Our family leads us through rows of cars to a stairwell. We walk up the stairs into bright light. Streets and sidewalk cover everything around us. The only grass visible is across the street. I pull Nate in that direction.

      “No, Zelda, we are going this way,” he says. I sneeze twice and then follow him. My nose fills with a variety of smells and scents. All of the smells combine and blend with one another. I can’t tell what is what.

      “ARFFF! ARFFF!”

      I look at Peach. She stares ahead at a big white, fluffy dog who is ten pug lengths away. How did I miss that dog during my scent investigation? I lunge, only to get yanked back again.

      “Wait,” Nate says. We sit for a minute or two before moving forward across the street to a huge building. We approach a gate.

      “Hello! Welcome to the ballpark! Tickets, please,” a man asks. Hannah hands him something. “Enjoy the game,” the man says. Nate leads us down a path and up some steps. The variety of smells overwhelms me. I smell dogs. Tons of them! And food. Delicious food. Maybe bacon? Or cheese? I start panting in excitement.

      When we reach the top of the steps, I spot a patch of grass. Peach beats me to it, pulling Hannah behind her. We both sniff the grass until a small, dark dog joins us. The family pulls us away again. We walk into a big open area filled with dogs of all sizes and shapes. I can’t believe it. I don’t know what to do or where to go first. I want to meet all the dogs!

      “Let’s go check out our seats,” Nate says. He leads the family forward. We walk down a few more steps.

      “Here they are,” Ben says. “When do we get to walk on the field with Zelda and Peach?” he asks. Field?

      “We walk on the warning track around the field, not the actual field. We line up in ten minutes for it,” Hannah says. Nate lifts me up, and we sit in a chair. More chairs rest in front of us, but below the chairs is grass with a few dirt paths. Do I get to run on that? My heart skips a beat with excitement.

      “Let’s get in line,” Nate says. He places me on the ground again. Peach walks ahead with Hannah and heads up the stairs. There are dogs everywhere. Peach is wide-eyed with her tongue hanging out. She tries to greet everyone. I stay back, unsure why all these dogs are here. Most are much bigger than me, and I haven’t seen any flat-faced dogs like us yet.

      We walk into a bigger crowd of people and dogs. Slowly, we move forward around a winding path. As we move, I can smell the grass getting closer. I forget about all the dogs. I want to run in the grass!

      We turn the corner and walk onto a dirt path. The grass is in front of us. I burst forward, but Nate won’t let me on the grass. Instead, we parade on the dirt with the other dogs and people. I walk on the edge closest to the grass to get a sniff of the good stuff. Peach is weaving in and out of dogs and people. Finally, she stops weaving and walks beside a dog that looks like a mix of her and me. His face is half-smashed with pointy ears like Peach, but he is shorter and rounder like me. They prance together on the path. Peach is always making friends.

      Since they won’t let me on the grass, I step in the line beside Peach. We prance together on the dirt path together, united with the other smashed-face dog, looking for others like us.

      When we make it around the path, the crowd disappears. We return to our seats. Nate gives us some water and treats. Peach sits on Ben’s lap. I take Lucy’s lap for now. Peach and I are panting like crazy. It was hot in the crowd of dogs and people. I start to drift off when I smell a dog approaching.

      I turn my head to see a giant pug-colored dog. His head is the size of my body. His tongue hangs out of his mouth with drops of slobber falling from it. He walks in the row in front of us with a man and a woman.

      “Hello,” Nate says. “That’s a big dog.”

      “Yes, this is Bear,” the man says. “Don’t worry, he’s harmless.”

      “He looks like a giant pug,” Nate says. The man laughs. There’s no way I look like that! He doesn’t have a curly tail. Bear lies on the ground under the chairs.

      Should I say hello to him?

      I think of jumping to the ground, but Peach beats me to it. She wanders under the chair, right up to the giant Bear dog. They sniff each other. Peach’s eyes grow wide, and I’m scared she senses a bad reaction from Bear. I bark to warn Nate. Nate turns to Ben.

      “Ben!” he says. But it’s too late. I see Bear’s mouth open wide. Oh no. Peach! I dash in her direction, not sure what I can do, but Lucy has a surprisingly strong hold on me. I can’t get away. I watch it happen in slow motion. Bear’s giant tongue comes out and licks Peach’s face from bottom to top in one huge swoop. Peach backs away, but the slobber drips off Peach’s face. She jumps back to our row. Ben and Nate chuckle.

      “I told you Bear was friendly,” the man says.

      Peach jumps into Ben’s lap and buries her head into Ben’s shirt.

      “Eww,” Ben says. Hannah and Lucy join in the laughter. I jump back into Lucy’s lap, away from Bear. He may be friendly, but I’d rather not get my face washed by his slobber. Peach is the only dog I allow to lick my face.

      Peach and I settle into our spots. Our family watches the small people below us on the field. I can’t tell what they are doing. It doesn’t look very interesting.

      After a short nap, I wake to the family telling us its time to go. We rise and walk back up the stairs to the main area. We walk through the crowd of people and dogs. I smell something familiar across the way. I lead Ben that way. The smell is stronger. I look up, and I see her. She is tiny, smaller than me. Her curly tail wraps in a double circle, and her smashed face is full of little wrinkles. Ben and I walk to meet the baby pug.

      She is so cute. Her little tail wags in greeting. We sniff each other, and then she bats her tiny paw at me. We try to play, but it’s hard on our leashes. We put our noses to each other until our families break us apart. I walk away slowly, sad to leave the little pug.

      The family leads us out of the building and back into the rows of cars. We are going home for the night. The day’s adventures are over, but it was a good day. I saw Peach get licked in the face, and I met a baby pug!
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      Several dark sleeps later, Peach and I ride in the car again with our family. When we stop, I jump out of the car into a familiar scene—rows of cars, sidewalk, and no grass. I think I know where we are going. My tail bounces from one side of my back to the other. I high-step in the front of our family, leading our way up the stairs to the street.

      When I arrive on the street, I realize the smell is different. I look around me. Big cars and trucks speed by, and across the street is grass—tons of it! This isn’t the same place as last time, and I wonder if a new adventure awaits us here.

      I glance at Peach. She trembles from the loud noise of the street. I stand beside her to calm her nerves. We wait for a few minutes, and then Nate guides us across the street. Peach and I pull our way to the grassy area. Once we reach the grass, Peach’s shaking stop. Together, we investigate the grass to learn if any dogs are nearby. Hannah and Nate move us to a path after a few minutes. I trot on the grass beside the path. This grass is cool and squishy. It feels good on my paws on this warm evening. As we walk, the dark starts to invade the air around us, but a few lights help us see the way.

      When I hear the sound of running water, I stop in my pug tracks. The water reminds me of bath time. I turn to Peach. She is plowing forward without a worry. Sometimes I wonder about her.

      “Let’s go, Zelda,” Hannah says. We move forward, and I see bright lights ahead. Some flash on and off. Some even change colors. Curious, I take a few steps closer, against my better judgment.

      “Mom, can I play in the fountain?” Lucy asks.

      “I don’t know, Lucy. You will be wet for the car ride home,” she replies.

      “Please, Mom!”

      Hannah turns to Nate. He is grinning.

      “She’ll be fine. It’s a warm evening,” he says.

      “Okay,” Hannah says.

      “Yay!” Lucy sprints into the lights.

      What is she doing?

      I dash after her, pulling Ben behind me. My paws hit water. I am standing in a puddle.

      Where did that come from? It isn’t raining.

      I am thirsty. I take a few licks and then survey my surroundings. The water is spraying in every direction through the lights. Lucy is running through all the lights and water with a big smile on her face. Meanwhile, Peach stands behind me away from the water.

      What is this place?

      I stand waiting and watching for a few minutes.

      Should I run with Lucy?

      I take a step closer to the first light. I feel a small splash on my front legs. It feels good after all this walking tonight. Lucy stops running in front of me.

      “Zelda, run with me!” she says. “Ben, give me her leash.”

      “I don’t think Zelda wants to run in the fountains,” he says. I look at Hannah and Nate. Peach is by their side. They are talking with each other. They won’t save me.

      “Please,” she says. Ben sighs and hands her the leash.

      “Okay, let’s go Zelda!” She pulls me toward the middle of the lights and water. I lock my paws in place.

      “See, I told you,” Ben says. Lucy makes a face at Ben and bends over. She pets my head and smiles.

      “It will be fun. I promise,” she says. I sigh, snorting into her face.

      “Eww.” Lucy stands. “C’mon Zelda.” I give in. I can’t resist Lucy. We walk to the middle of the water and lights.

      “Okay. Are you ready, Zelda?” No. This seems like a bad idea. “Okay, let’s run!”

      She starts running, yanking me with her. She leads me through a bright light of water. The water hits my belly and my back, soaking me for the few seconds we run through it. The water is cool, and it feels good.

      Lucy drags me through another burst of water. I look ahead and see three more lights. We make it to the third water light. This time Lucy stops under the streams of water. I stand beside her. She is giggling. Her laughter excites me. I bark and run in circles around her.

      “Okay! Let’s go!” We sprint through the rest of the lights. I let the water splash all over me as I chase Lucy. She is laughing, so I don’t mind the extra water weight I’m carrying. Finally, we make our way back to the front. I’m exhausted. I plop next to Peach on the sidewalk.

      “Zelda loved the fountains!” Lucy says. “You were wrong, Ben.” He shrugs his shoulders.

      “We better get home,” Hannah says. “It’s cooling off fast.”

      I rise from the ground. The water is dripping off me, so I shake my body with all my strength to rid my fur of the excess water.

      “Zelda, no!” Ben says. Peach leaps away from me, but Ben’s reflexes are too slow. All the water from my fur flies in the air at Ben. Hannah, Nate, and Lucy start laughing.

      “You don’t need to shower tonight,” Nate says.

      “That’s gross, Dad,” Ben says. “Man, I am soaked. I don’t know how such a small dog can get me so wet from shaking.”

      I snort. I guess it’s a pug mystery!
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      When the days are hot, I love going outside after the sun slips away but before the darkness invades. The air is warm, but the sun isn’t burning the sidewalks and grass. I love being outside during this part of the day. Peach and I run around in the backyard until we grow tired. Then we lie on the cool grass until our energy returns.

      Tonight our family is in the backyard with us. Lucy is chasing me. Ben is throwing the Frisbee with Peach. I steal a glance at the house. Hannah and Nate sit in chairs by the back door.

      “Gotcha!” Lucy yells, reaching for me. At the last possible moment, I dart under her outstretched hands. She laughs and then races after me. We weave around Peach and Ben’s game. I run to the house and plop underneath Hannah’s chair to catch my breath.

      “Hey, Zelda,” Nate says.

      “Dad, help me catch her!” Lucy shouts. She runs toward me.

      I better get moving again. I leave my safe spot under the chair and dash for the back fence. When I arrive at the fence, I turn around. Lucy sits with Nate and Hannah while Nate fidgets with sticks and a giant bowl. Ben stops playing with Peach to join Nate, so Peach trots to me with her tongue hanging out. We make our normal rounds along the fence in the back.

      A crackling sound catches my attention. I spin around. I see a small, bright light in the bowl next to my family.

      What is that?

      I jog to the bowl to get a better look. The light grows bigger, and small streams of fog lift from the light. The fog burns my eyes, so I move out of its way. I approach the bowl.

      “Zelda, leave it,” Hannah says. I stop and sit, watching the bright light bend and move with the wind. I can’t look away. Another stream of fog turns in my direction, so I do a quick spin away from the fog. When I spin, my tail grazes the bowl.

      Yikes!

      It’s blazing hot! I scamper away from the giant bowl and leap into Lucy’s lap.

      “The fire is hot. Don’t get too close,” she whispers into my ear while her fingers pet my wrinkles. The exhaustion from the evening’s playtime catches up with me. I let my head fall to my paws. I look out into the backyard. The darkness is almost here.

      What is that?

      I blink and shake my head, but I see it again. This time, the small flicker of light flashes in a different spot. The lights continues to turn on and off for a few seconds at a time throughout the backyard. I jump from Lucy’s lap to the ground and wander into the darkness.

      Where did they go?

      I see one! I run for it, but the light vanishes before I reach it. I see another flash appear in the back of the yard, close to the fence. I know I can’t reach that one in time, so I wait longer. I watch the lights, trying to find a pattern, but I can’t solve the puzzle. I return to my original plan. A light flashes nearby. I jump for it, but the light disappears the second before I reach it. Then I see a light next to me on the right. I lunge in its direction and snap my mouth shut with the light inside.

      I regret that decision.

      It feels like something is crawling in my mouth. I cough and spit out the light into the grass. It doesn’t move, so I inch closer. It lights up with my face next to it. The light is the butt of a bug! Eww!

      I run to the porch and find the water bowl. I take several big gulps. I drink so fast I cough half of the water out, so I drink more. When I finish drinking, I jump into Lucy’s lap. The light in the bowl is big and much warmer now. I feel warmth from my spot in her lap. I look into the backyard. The bug butt lights continue to flicker on and off. It is neat to watch them. I wonder why they do that. Maybe it’s the same reason I have a curly tail—it’s just the way they were made. They do look cool in the darkness, but I can’t believe I almost ate a bug!
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      The light barely filters through the windows, but my family is awake and moving. I rise from bed and watch the chaos from the couch. They say the word “parade” over and over as they eat and get dressed. When they gather in the living room, I know they are leaving. They haven’t mentioned us yet, but when Nate grabs my harness, my tail bounces with excitement.

      We arrive somewhere new with many cars and people. Our family guides us quickly onto the street. We hurry through crowds of people and dogs. I want to stop to sniff and say hello, but Nate pulls me forward.

      When Nate stops walking, Peach and I use the break in the power walking to check out the scene. I smell dogs everywhere, but I can’t see any nearby. Eager to meet these dogs, I try to pull Ben away from the middle of the street. He isn’t budging.

      “We are behind the mayor’s float,” Nate says. “It’s a little ways up.” He motions to us, and we are off again. We are practically running. This isn’t a proper pug-walking pace.

      The smell of multiple dogs surrounds us. They must be farther up the street. I pick up my pace, but when we are three pug lengths away from a big, floppy-eared dog, we stop. I try to go forward, but then I see another, smaller black dog to my right. There are dogs everywhere! I look to Peach. She pulls Hannah to a short woman. Peach greets the lady with many licks to her face. Hannah says hello.

      “Peach is doing really well. She is a very sweet dog,” Hannah says.

      “I’m glad she found a great home,” the lady says. She smiles. “The parade is starting soon. Christine has some shirts for the kids to wear.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      Hannah motions to Nate. He grabs a few shirts and gives them to Ben and Lucy. I realize many of the people are wearing the same shirt. Nate keeps me far enough away from the other dogs that I can’t greet them. That’s no fun!

      “It’s time to walk!” Nate says.

      “Can I walk with Zelda?” Lucy asks. Hannah turns to look at Nate with her brows raised.

      “You have to hold on tight, Lucy. Can you do that?” he asks.

      “I will. I promise,” Lucy says. Nate turns to me.

      “Be good, Zelda.” He hands Lucy the leash. We trot down the street with the group of people and dogs, but I’m still out of leash range of reaching the small white dog next to us. I know I can pull Lucy, but maybe I should stay out of trouble. We turn the corner onto a new street with people lining either side of the street.

      What is going on?

      The people are big and little. Some sit in chairs or even on the street. Others are standing. I see dogs, too. The noise is overwhelming. I try to walk to the side of the street to greet people, but Lucy has a really tight grip on me. She isn’t letting me anywhere near them. When did she get so strong?

      I veer back to the middle to walk with Peach. We prance down the street together while our family shouts hello to people. I hear a few people near us mention “rescue dogs” or something like that. I’m not sure what they mean. People wave at us. I hear lots of comments like “Aww” and “Is that a pug?” from the crowd.

      Of course I am a pug! Crazy people.

      A few minutes into the walk, Peach and I are panting. Our tongues hang out of our mouths. The crowded street is hot with the bright sun. I need some water or some shade. How much longer are we going to walk on this street?

      I press forward, but I notice something big moving in front of us. It smells like a car, but it’s low to the ground and open in the back. I pull Lucy forward.

      When I get closer, I see it’s decorated, with some people sitting in the middle. They don’t have to walk! The man and woman sit in the chair and wave to the people on the street.

      I want to be in that chair.

      I glance behind me. Lucy and I have distanced ourselves from the rest of the family. I know Lucy won’t let me go, but maybe I can get close enough to jump on this thing. Nate looks at us. I don’t have much time. He won’t let Lucy stay this far away from him for long. I pull Lucy forward.

      “Where are we going, Zelda?” she asks. I push ahead. My goal is only five pug lengths away.

      “Lucy, don’t get too far ahead,” Nate yells on cue. The moving plank isn’t far now. This is my only chance.

      I leap for it. I feel the pull on my leash in the air. I’m not going to make it. I land with my front two paws on the plank.

      “Oh, no!” Lucy says. My back two paws flail and scramble to get leverage so I can pull myself up. Before I get my pawing, Lucy gently pushes me on the plank. “Here you go,” she says. I sit on the plank, panting. She walks behind it.

      “Are you tired?” she says. I lick her hand.

      “What’s going on back here?” the man in the chair asks. I turn to face him.

      “I’m sorry, mister. Zelda jumped on your float. She is tired.”

      “Is that a pug?” he asks.

      Why is everyone asking if I am a pug?

      “Yes.”

      “I love pugs. C’mon up. Here, let me give you a hand.”

      “I’m sorry, Mayor,” Nate says. He jogs to catch up to the float.

      “So what is your name?”

      “Lucy. And this is Zelda,” she says.

      “Hello there, Zelda,” he says. He bends down and gives me a few pats on my head. “Zelda is tiny! I had a pug once. He was double her size.”

      “She makes up for her size with her personality,” Nate says and then laughs. Nate walks behind us.

      “Why don’t you two ride with us the rest of the way? We have room to sit,” the man says. Lucy’s face lights up.

      “Please, Dad!” she cries. Nate nods.

      “Thanks, sir. You made Lucy’s day,” Nate says.

      And mine too! No more walking for me!

      Lucy sits on a bench across from the mayor. I jump into her lap. She waves as we move down the street. I watch all the people and look behind at Peach. She is panting, but she often stops to lick faces and say hello. She loves walking down the street, being the center of attention. I bet she could walk for days. Not me. But when you are crafty like me, you don’t need to!
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      Peach and I are going on a canoe trip with the family. I’m not sure what a canoe is, but I know it involves a big coat. Hannah and Nate tried the coats on us a couple dark sleeps ago. The coat had padding in it, and it was very uncomfortable. Peach didn’t like the coat either. She prefers her Batpeach costume.

      The ride in the car to the canoe trip is long enough that I fall asleep. I wake up to Peach stepping over me on the way out the door. I follow her out of the car.

      “I’ll get us checked in,” Hannah says. She says a few more words to Nate and walks into a building across the street.

      “Ben, can you take Zelda for a minute?” Nate hands off my leash. He pulls out the big coat and straps it on Peach. Peach sits motionless. She is unhappy.

      “Zelda, it’s your turn for the life jacket,” Nate says. He hands Peach’s leash back to Ben and takes mine. I try to squirm away from the big coat, but I know it’s hopeless. He snaps the coat on me. I am trapped.

      “All right! Are we ready?” Hannah says.

      When did she get back?

      “I think so.”

      “Let’s go get our life jackets and paddles.” We circle to the back of the building. My family puts on padded coats. Nate hands everyone a long stick. We walk down a dirt hill. A group of people are standing on the edge of water. They get in something I haven’t seen before and move across the water in it.

      I don’t like what I see.

      “Okay, Lucy, you are with me. Ben, you are Mom’s canoeing partner,” Nate says.

      What about us?

      “I wanted to canoe with you, Dad,” Ben says.

      “I know, but if Mom and Lucy are in the same boat, we will be on the river forever,” Nate replies.

      “Hey! Lucy and I would do just fine!” Hannah says. Nate smiles at her. “Okay, maybe you are right.”

      “Ben, would you like Peach or Zelda in the canoe with you?” I look at Ben, then Peach. I don’t want to be split up from Peach.

      “Peach,” he says. He picked Peach over me! “I don’t want to swim after Zelda when she does something crazy!” The family laughs.

      Crazy? I’m not crazy.

      I step into the canoe with Lucy. Nate pushes us into the water and gets in the back of the canoe. The canoe shifts when he gets in. I don’t like that feeling of it swaying back and forth.

      Nate and Lucy move their sticks back and forth in the water. We begin to glide across the water. Peach’s canoe is in the water next to us.

      “Zelda, come here,” he says. I walk to him slowly. My movement doesn’t seem to affect us. When I reach him, he unleashes me. I jump in his lap.

      “Whoa there, Zelda,” he says.

      From his lap, I can see ahead and behind us. I feel a breeze blowing. I look across to the other canoe. Peach sits in the middle of it. When she sees me, she stands, and puts her hind legs on the side of the canoe. It looks like she is going to fall in the water, but she doesn’t.

      We move down the river for a while. I move out of Nate’s lap and try to find the best spot in the canoe. The sun is over our heads most of the time, and it’s hot. I end up standing on the bench next to Lucy to get the best view.

      “Ready for lunch?” Nate yells.

      “Yes.”

      “Follow me. I’ll find us a bank on the river,” he says. We canoe a bit farther, then our boat turns for the land. Grass! Before the boat stops, I jump out of the canoe. I land in shallow water, splashing myself. It feels good. I take a drink and run away from the water to the grass.

      “Zelda, wait!” Nate shouts. I stop. He pulls the boat farther on shore. Peach jumps on the land and runs to me. She licks my face, so I nip at her to start a chase cycle. I dart away, but my coat makes it hard to run.

      “Zelda, Peach, come!” Nate says. We run over to him. He takes our coats off and then gives us a few treats. The family sets up a blanket on the ground.

      The surrounding smells intrigue me. Peach and I wander through the dirt and grass, sniffing and sneezing. I smell birds, squirrels, a few dogs, and some other animals I don’t know. I’m so wrapped up in the scents that I don’t realize how long I’ve been away from my family. I better get back to them. When I return, I see the top half of Nate and Ben in the water.

      “There’s Zelda,” Ben says. “Let’s see if Zelda and Peach like to swim!”

      What?

      Hannah grabs my collar and straps me back in the big coat. She carries me to Nate.

      “Okay, Zelda,” he says, standing at the edge of the water with me. Then he carries me farther into the water. We pass by the canoes and I begin to worry. What is he doing?

      “Time to swim,” he says. He lowers me into the water and lets go. The water feels great, but I can’t reach the bottom. My paws start flailing, and something incredible happens. I don’t sink. Instead, I move slowly forward, on top of the water, but I don’t like this feeling one bit.

      “Zelda is swimming!” Lucy exclaims. I kick as hard as I can in the direction of the shore. As I make my way, Nate scoops me up. I lick his face as a thank-you.

      “I don’t think she’s a fan of swimming,” Nate says. I lick his face again. He takes me to shore and lifts Peach. From the shore, I watch Peach in the water. She looks as freaked out as I felt. After a couple minutes, Nate takes her back to shore.

      “Neither of our dogs like to swim,” Nate says.

      “They don’t like to swim, yet,” Ben says. Nate laughs.

      “Are we ready to get back on the river?” Hannah asks.

      “Let’s go!” We load into our boat. While Hannah pushes her canoe out in the water, Peach jumps into our canoe.

      “Well, I guess Peach is riding with us,” Nate says. We start gliding on the water again.

      Peach and I sit next to each other in the middle of the boat with our tongues hanging out.

      After gliding for a while, Nate calls us over and takes off the coats. Without the weight of the coat, the warm sun dries my fur. We greet other boats with barks. The family members talk with each other, and we race down the river.

      Nate leads our boat close to the land. Ahead I see a green patch of grass sticking out. I could use an exploration break. I look at Peach. She is panting in the middle of the boat. I don’t think she wants to go with me.

      I put my front paws on the side of the boat. The grass is approaching quickly. If I want a break, now is the time. I leap for the grass.

      Oh no.

      The grass isn’t what I thought it was. It’s not the ground. I sink into the water. My paws start moving to keep me afloat, but I’m starting to sink this time. Oh no. I manage to keep my head above the water. The canoe is moving away, but I see a big splash. I keep my legs going with all my pug strength. I’m beginning to panic when I feel strong arms pull me up out of the water.

      “I’ve got you,” Nate says. He keeps my body out of the water as he moves us to the boat. Nate places me in the boat before he pulls himself inside.

      “Zelda, why did you jump out?” Lucy asks. Peach licks my face a few times. I sit stunned.

      “What happened?” Hannah asks.

      “Zelda jumped out. She thought the weeds was the shore,” Nate says.

      “Of course she did,” Hannah says.

      “I’m glad you are okay,” Lucy says. She pets my head, and I instantly feel better. The rest of the ride is quiet. I stay in the boat. I don’t want to make any more waves.

      While we glide along the water, I think about the adventures of the last four seasons. I got stuck in a tree, jumped in a truck, and was chased by geese again. It’s been a crazy year of pug adventures!

      “I can’t believe Zelda jumped out!” Hannah says.

      “You know Zelda. It’s always an adventure with her,” Nate says. Hannah shook her head.

      “And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Hannah says. “She makes our life more interesting and more fun.”

      “Yes, she does!” Ben says. I perk up.

      It’s good to know they love me even when I cause a little trouble. And I love them. Here’s to many more seasons with them!
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      Batpeach: Episode 1

      I didn’t mind being Zelda’s sidekick. But one day that changed…

      

      When Nate walks in the house with a gleam in his eyes and a bag in his hand, I know something is up.

      “Hi, Peach,” he says. Zelda looks up from her perch on the couch. Lucy, Ben, and Hannah walk in the door behind him.

      “Can we put the costumes on now?” Ben asks.

      “Please, Mom,” Lucy says.

      “Okay,” Hannah says. Nate places the bag on the coffee table and lifts some cloth out of the bag.

      “All right, Zelda. Are you ready to transform into Spiderpug?” Nate asks. Zelda stares at him, not blinking or moving. Nate sits on the couch and lifts Zelda into his lap. I jump on the couch and start licking Nate’s face. He pushes me away.

      “Wait, Peach,” he says. Nate slips the cloth over a squirming Zelda. The cloth is a bright color with dark lines across it. He lifts the top over Zelda’s head, and two eyes peer out. I can tell she is not happy.

      “She looks adorable,” Hannah says. “Even if she hates the Spiderpug costume.”

      “I love it,” Ben says.

      “Me too,” Lucy says. I wander next to Zelda. She flips the cloth off her head and sighs. I lick her face.

      “Okay, Peach, it’s your turn,” Nate says. He lifts me into his lap. I lick his face while he slips a dark cloth over me. When he finishes, he heads for the kitchen.

      “We need to see Batpeach jump with her cape,” he says. I stand up. The cloth is light; I barely feel it against my skin. I hear the crinkling of a treat bag in the kitchen. I leap off the couch and dart to the kitchen. As I run, I feel a light breeze rush in between my cloth and my fur. When I reach Nate, he has treats in his hand. I leap in the air for them, but I feel different when I jump.

      “Look at Peach,” Nate says, laughing.

      “That cape is awesome when she jumps,” Ben says.

      “It looks like she is flying,” Lucy says.

      I jump again, relishing in this new feeling. I am exhilarated. I can’t stop jumping. I love it. Nate gives me a few treats. Zelda joins me in her outfit, and she grabs a few treats herself. When she finishes munching, I grab a toy, shake it, and send it flying across the room. I chase after it. Zelda runs in pursuit. We run laps around the couch for a few minutes with the cloth flowing behind me. When she stops, I sit and rest.

      Cape? Is that what my family called it? I feel like I can conquer the world with this cape. I look over at Zelda. She is next to Lucy on the couch, hating every second of this.

      “Okay, let’s take the costumes off. Zelda looks miserable, and we don’t want them to ruin the costumes before Halloween,” Hannah says.

      “Do we have to?” Lucy asks. Her mother nods. Zelda perks up when her costume comes off. She grabs a toy and runs into the other room. Nate approaches me, and I roll onto my back so he can’t take my cape. He lifts me right side up. I groan at Nate while he takes off the cape. The magic is gone. Or at least I think it is.

      [image: ]

      Read the first volume of Batpeach for free!  Click here to join my email list to receive your free book and keep up to date on my latest books, contests, and giveaways.

      Zelda’s adventures continue in the fifth and final book of the series: The Adventures of Zelda: The One and Only Pug.
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      Thank you for choosing to spend your time with a book. I couldn’t do this without you.

      Reviews are a huge encouragement to authors. If you have a few minutes, head over to Amazon, Goodreads or your favorite online retailer and write a few sentences about the book.

      Thank you to my editor, Candace Johnson, for always fitting Zelda into her schedule. Thanks to Michael McFarland for his amazing artwork.

      Thanks to my mom, dad, stepdad, sister, and my extended family and friends for their constant encouragement.

      Thanks to the real Zelda and Peach. They let me tell lies… I mean stories about them.

      Brian, I couldn’t do this without your support. I love you.

      John 14:12
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      Author Kristen Otte writes funny books for kids that parents can trust.  She is also known to write books for teens. Most of the time Kristen is chasing someone around her house–her son, her dogs, even her husband. If she isn’t doing that, she is probably writing, reading, or enjoying the outdoors.

      
        Learn more about Kristen and Zelda at

        
          www.kristenotte.com

          kristen@kristenotte.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series By Kristen Otte

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Adventures of Zelda is a laugh-out-loud chapter book series about a pug who has an appetite for adventure for ages 7 and up.
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        Eastbrook is a contemporary young adult series focused on teenagers trying to find their way with family, friends, and sports for ages 13 and up.
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