


Chapter	One
“Abby,	 are	 you	 ready	 to	 give	 your	 presentation	 to	 the	 class?”	Mr.	Timothy,
Abby’s	fifth-grade	teacher,	asked.

Abby	took	a	deep	breath	and	reached	down	to	put	a	hand	on	Amigo’s	head.	But
Amigo	wasn’t	there.	Amigo	had	been	Abby’s	service	dog	since	first	grade,	but	for
the	last	month,	she	had	been	going	to	school	without	him.

Amigo	 was	 ten	 years	 old,	 which	 was	 seventy	 in	 dog	 years.	 Lately,	 he’d	 been
acting	kind	of	sleepy	and	slow.	Abby’s	mother,	a	veterinarian,	had	diagnosed	him
with	a	heart	murmur	and	given	him	some	medication.	She	had	said	it	would	make
him	feel	more	comfortable—but	it	wouldn’t	cure	him.	Amigo	was	just	getting	old.

It	 had	 been	 a	 hard	 choice,	 but	 Abby	 had	 decided	 not	 to	 take	 him	 to	 school
anymore.	That	was	a	big	change,	and	Abby	didn’t	like	change.	She	liked	routines.
She	 even	 had	 a	 chart	 on	 the	 wall	 in	 her	 room	 that	 helped	 remind	 her	 of	 her
morning	 routine,	 from	 brushing	 her	 teeth	 to	 making	 sure	 her	 homework	 was
packed.	If	anything	unusual	was	happening	that	day,	like	a	field	trip	or	a	doctor’s
appointment,	Abby	wrote	it	on	her	chart	the	night	before.

Abby	 even	 liked	 to	 have	 the	 same	breakfast	 every	morning:	 a	 banana,	 peanut
butter	on	toast,	and	a	glass	of	orange	juice.	If	they	were	out	of	bananas	or	only	had
apple	juice,	Abby’s	day	just	didn’t	feel	the	same.

Putting	on	Amigo’s	service	dog	vest	and	getting	him	ready	to	go	to	school	each
morning	had	been	Abby’s	 favorite	part	of	her	routine.	Not	having	him	with	her
felt	a	lot	worse	than	having	apple	juice	for	breakfast	instead	of	orange.



The	 reason	Abby	had	a	 service	dog	was	because	 she	had	autism,	which	meant
she	sometimes	had	trouble	communicating	her	feelings	and	reading	other	people’s
emotions.	She	also	got	anxious	about	things	like	loud	noises	or	crowds	of	people
or	 having	 to	 look	 people	 in	 the	 eye	 when	 she	 talked	 to	 them.	 Having	 Amigo
around	helped	keep	Abby	calm	and	gave	her	 something	to	focus	on	when	 it	 felt
like	the	whole	world	was	melting	into	a	meaningless	blur	of	color	and	sound.

“I’m	ready,	Mr.	Timothy,”	said	Abby,	even	though	it	was	only	about	60	percent
true.	She	gathered	her	notes	and	walked	slowly	to	the	whiteboard	at	the	front	of
the	class.

Abby	knew	some	other	people	with	autism,	like	Jack	from	her	playgroup	when
she	was	younger,	who	didn’t	 talk	at	all	but	pointed	 to	pictures	 to	communicate.
Abby	 could	 talk	 just	 fine;	 according	 to	 her	 three	 sisters,	 she	 often	 overdid	 the
talking.	In	fact,	most	people	probably	wouldn’t	have	known	that	Abby	had	autism
at	all.	Sometimes	that	made	things	harder	because	people	didn’t	understand	why
she	got	so	anxious	about	some	things,	like	school	presentations.

Of	 course,	 that	 might	 have	 had	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 autism.	 Abby’s	 friend
Miriam	didn’t	have	autism,	 and	 she	was	 even	more	nervous	about	presentations
than	 Abby	 was.	 Earlier	 that	 year,	Miriam	 had	 had	 to	 read	 her	 book	 report	 on
Charlotte’s	Web	in	front	of	the	class.	When	she’d	opened	her	mouth	to	begin,	her
voice	had	come	out	as	a	 little	 squeak,	 like	a	mouse.	 It	had	been	really	 funny,	but
Abby	hadn’t	 laughed,	because	she’d	known	Miriam	hadn’t	thought	it	was	funny



at	 all.	 Back	 in	 first	 grade	 or	 maybe	 even	 second,	 Abby	 probably	 would	 have
laughed.	But	she’d	learned	a	lot	since	then.

If	Amigo	was	 beside	 her	 now,	Abby	would	 have	 imagined	 that	 everyone	was
admiring	him	instead	of	looking	at	her.	And	Amigo	was	such	a	handsome	dog	that
it	probably	would	have	been	true.	Since	he	wasn’t	there,	Abby	decided	to	imagine
that	 she	 was	 already	 grown	 up	 and	 a	 famous	 scientist,	 giving	 a	 lecture	 to	 her
colleagues.

“This	is	Dr.	Abby	Ramirez,”	she	began.

The	class	rippled	with	laughter.	Abby	blushed.	She	hadn’t	meant	to	share	what
she	was	imagining	with	the	class.	Mr.	Timothy	put	a	finger	to	his	lips	and	then	to
his	ear,	telling	the	class	to	be	quiet	and	listen.



“I	mean,	this	is	Abby	Ramirez,”	she	corrected.	“My	report	is	on	the	training	of
sled	dogs	for	the	Iditarod.	The	Iditarod	is	a	one-thousand-mile	race	from	Settler’s
Bay	to	Nome	in	Alaska.	In	1925,	there	was	an	outbreak	of	diphtheria	in	Nome,	but
bad	weather	prevented	trains,	ships,	and	airplanes	from	delivering	the	serum	that
cured	 the	 disease.	 Relay	 teams	 of	 sled	 dogs,	 however,	 were	 able	 to	 cover	 the
distance	 and	 deliver	 the	 medicine	 to	 Nome.	 The	 modern	 Iditarod	 is	 run	 in
commemoration	of	that	event.”

As	Abby	went	on,	she	felt	her	tense	muscles	relax.	She	realized	that	she’d	been
flapping	her	left	hand	in	rhythm	with	her	speech,	which	she	sometimes	did	when
she	was	nervous.	If	Amigo	had	been	there,	he	would	have	given	her	a	gentle	nudge
with	his	nose	to	let	her	know	what	she	was	doing.	Abby	was	proud	of	herself	for
noticing	it	on	her	own.

She	took	her	notes	in	both	hands	and	continued.	“Each	team	consists	of	sixteen
sled	dogs	and	one	musher,	or	driver.	Alaskan	huskies	are	the	most	popular	sled	dog
breed.	Sled	dogs	usually	begin	their	training	at	around	nine	months	old	…”

When	Abby	reached	the	end	of	her	report,	everyone	in	the	class	clapped	without
being	told.

“Nice	job,	Abby,”	said	Mr.	Timothy.	“That	was	a	very	thorough	report.”

As	Abby	headed	back	to	her	desk,	Miriam	gave	her	a	thumbs-up.

“Was	 it	 overkill?”	Abby	 asked	 her	 after	 class,	 pushing	Miriam’s	wheelchair	 as
they	headed	to	the	cafeteria	for	 lunch.	Miriam’s	wheelchair	had	a	remote	control
that	allowed	her	to	go	wherever	she	wanted	on	her	own,	but	Abby	liked	pushing
it,	and	Miriam	let	her.

“No,	I	don’t	think	it	was	overkill,”	said	Miriam,	to	Abby’s	relief.

Sometimes	Abby	 got	 so	 interested	 in	 topics	 that	 she	 kept	 talking	 about	 them
long	 after	 other	 people’s	 attention	 started	 to	 wander.	 But	 Miriam	 loved	 dogs
nearly	 as	much	 as	Abby,	 so	 she	 didn’t	mind	 long	 conversations	 about	 them.	 In
fact,	that	was	how	they’d	become	friends.

Abby	 hadn’t	made	 any	 friends	 at	 all	 in	 kindergarten.	Mostly	 she’d	 played	 by



herself	with	her	favorite	toy	puppies	and	hadn’t	paid	much	attention	to	the	other
kids,	who’d	made	up	games	with	rules	that	Abby	hadn’t	been	able	to	understand.

But	in	first	grade,	she’d	gotten	Amigo,	and	kids	in	her	class	had	started	paying	a
lot	more	attention	 to	her.	Mostly	 they	had	asked	about	Amigo,	which	had	been
Abby’s	favorite	thing	to	talk	about	anyway.

Miriam	had	been	one	of	those	kids.	She’d	told	Abby	that	she	wanted	a	dog,	but
she	couldn’t	have	one	because	her	father	was	allergic.	Because	Amigo	was	a	service
dog,	other	people	weren’t	supposed	to	touch	him	or	distract	him	while	he	was	on
the	job.	But	Abby	had	made	an	exception	for	Miriam	and	said	that	she	could	pet
Amigo	whenever	she	wanted.

Abby	had	been	a	little	worried	that	when	she	stopped	bringing	Amigo	to	class,
she	 and	 Miriam	 would	 stop	 being	 friends.	 But	 so	 far,	 Miriam	 seemed	 to	 like
hanging	out	with	Abby	even	when	Amigo	wasn’t	around.

“It	was	a	long	report,	but	it	was	interesting,”	Miriam	continued.	“I	didn’t	realize
the	 Iditarod	was	 such	 a	difficult	 race.	 I	 can’t	 imagine	 spending	 eight	whole	days
out	in	the	Alaskan	wilderness.”

“I	know,	right?”	said	Abby.	“And	I	was	surprised	by	how	much	the	dogs	have	to
eat—more	 than	 ten	 thousand	 calories	 per	 day!	That’s	 the	 equivalent	 of	 twenty-
four	Big	Macs.”

There	was	 so	much	 information	that	Abby	hadn’t	been	able	 to	 include	 in	her
report,	and	she	wanted	to	share	it	with	Miriam.	After	a	few	minutes,	though,	she
stopped	herself	and	let	Miriam	talk.	That	was	something	she’d	had	to	learn	on	her
own.	Amigo	was	a	smart	dog,	but	even	he	didn’t	have	an	alert	for	when	she	was
oversharing.

Today,	 Miriam	 had	 something	 on	 her	 mind	 that	 seemed	 to	 be	 even	 more
important	 than	dogs.	 “My	brother	 got	 home	 from	 the	 army	 this	weekend,”	 she
said	 as	 they	 filled	 their	 lunch	 trays	 and	 sat	 at	 their	 favorite	 table	under	 the	 food
pyramid	mural	the	class	had	painted.

“My	 dad	 used	 to	 be	 in	 the	 army,”	 said	 Abby,	 deconstructing	 the	 cafeteria’s
turkey	sandwich	into	separate	piles	of	bread,	meat,	cheese,	and	tomato	so	she	could



eat	 each	 ingredient	 separately.	 “But	 it	 was	 a	 long	 time	 ago,	 so	 I	 don’t	 really
remember.	Natalie	remembers	 it	better.”	Natalie	was	two	years	older	than	Abby.
Their	younger	sisters,	Emily	and	Grace,	were	nine-year-old	twins.

“It’s	weird	because	Caleb’s	been	gone	for	three	whole	years,”	said	Miriam,	using
her	right	hand	to	unwrap	the	straw	from	her	box	of	apple	juice	and	pierce	the	foil
top	with	it.	Miriam	had	cerebral	palsy,	a	condition	that	weakened	the	muscles	of
her	 body,	 especially	 on	 the	 left	 side.	 She	 had	 some	 trouble	 lifting	 the	 juice	 box
from	the	tray	to	her	mouth,	but	Abby	didn’t	offer	to	help.	Miriam	got	annoyed
when	people	tried	to	do	things	for	her	if	she	could	do	them	herself.

“He’s	only	come	back	for	Hanukkah	twice	that	whole	time,	and	once	for	a	week
when	our	grandma	died,”	Miriam	continued,	taking	a	sip	of	juice.	“But	now	he’s
back	for	good.”

“Are	you	glad	to	have	him	at	home	again?”	asked	Abby.	When	Emily	and	Grace
had	 been	 adopted	 into	 the	 family	 three	 years	 ago,	 Abby	 had	 not	 been	 thrilled
about	 suddenly	having	 two	new	sisters	who	were	nearly	her	own	age—and	who
were	often	quite	 loud	and	used	up	all	 the	hot	water	 in	the	shower.	But	now	she
could	hardly	imagine	life	without	them.

“I	 thought	 I	would	be,”	 said	Miriam.	“But	he’s	 so	different	 than	I	 remember.
He	spends	most	of	his	time	listening	to	music	alone	in	his	room.	He	doesn’t	even
want	to	hang	out	with	his	old	friends	from	high	school,	never	mind	me.	I	feel	like
I’m	practically	invisible	to	him.”

Abby	tried	to	think	of	reasons	Miriam’s	brother	might	be	acting	that	way.	She
had	 only	 met	 Caleb	 a	 few	 times,	 but	 she	 remembered	 him	 as	 being	 loud	 and
friendly	and	liking	basketball.

“Maybe	he’s	sick,”	she	said.	“Or	maybe	he’s	still	tired	from	traveling.	I	looked	at
Kuwait	 on	 the	map,	 and	 it’s	 really	 far	 away.”	Abby	 always	 felt	 tired	 and	 cranky
after	she	had	to	take	a	long	trip.

“Maybe,”	 said	Miriam.	 She	 took	 a	 few	bites	 of	 her	 sandwich	 and	 then	 sighed
and	pushed	her	tray	away.

“Do	 you	 want	 that?”	 asked	 Abby,	 pointing	 to	 the	 untouched	 brownie	 on



Miriam’s	plate.	Miriam	shook	her	head,	so	Abby	took	the	brownie	and	ate	it	so	it
wouldn’t	go	to	waste.

It	sounded	like	Miriam	had	finished	talking	about	her	brother	for	now,	so	Abby
started	telling	her	the	rest	of	what	she	had	learned	about	sled	dogs.

When	she	got	home	from	school	a	few	hours	later,	Abby	dropped	her	backpack
near	the	door	and	headed	straight	for	the	fleecy	dog	bed	in	the	living	room	where
Amigo	liked	to	nap.

Abby’s	 family	 ran	 an	 animal	 rescue	 called	 Second	 Chance	 Ranch,	 and	 it	 was
Abby’s	job	to	help	take	care	of	all	the	dogs	after	school.	Right	now,	the	ranch	had
seven	adult	dogs	and	six	puppies	to	 look	after.	But	no	matter	how	busy	she	was,
Abby	always	took	Amigo	for	a	walk	first	thing	after	she	got	home.	She	was	a	little
surprised	that	he	hadn’t	greeted	her	at	the	door	with	his	leash	in	his	mouth,	like	he
often	did.

Abby	stopped	 in	her	 tracks	when	she	got	 to	 the	 living	room	and	saw	Amigo’s
empty	bed.	There	was	no	trace	of	him	except	for	the	long	golden	hairs	clinging	to
the	white	sheepskin	fabric.

Abby	hurried	to	the	kennel	room	at	the	back	of	the	house,	in	case	he	was	there.
The	 room	 was	 empty	 because	 all	 the	 dogs	 were	 outside	 in	 their	 runs	 for	 the
afternoon.	Abby	hurried	out	the	back	door	and	peered	 into	each	chain-link	pen.
She	 counted	 each	 of	 the	 ranch’s	 other	 dogs,	 including	Cocoa	 the	 cocker	 spaniel
with	her	six	puppies.	But	there	was	no	Amigo.

Abby	looked	upstairs	in	her	bedroom,	in	her	sisters’	and	parents’	rooms,	and	in
each	 of	 the	 bathrooms.	 She	 searched	 the	 basement	 and	 the	 attic,	 even	 though
Amigo	never	went	in	those	places.

After	that,	she	had	nowhere	else	to	look.	Amigo	was	gone!



Chapter	Two
Panic	 rose	 in	 Abby’s	 throat,	 making	 her	 feel	 like	 she	 was	 underwater	 and
drowning.	Could	Amigo	have	gotten	outside	by	accident?	What	if	he’d	been	hit	by
a	car,	or	someone	had	dognapped	him?

She	 ran	 out	 to	 the	 big	 barn	 where	 the	 ranch’s	 horses,	 goats,	 and	 other	 farm
animals	lived.	There	was	no	sign	of	Amigo,	but	Abby	found	her	father	and	Marco,
their	 fourteen-year-old	 neighbor	 who	 helped	 out	 around	 the	 ranch.	 They	 were
replacing	some	worn-out	boards	in	one	of	the	horse	stalls.

Abby	couldn’t	think	clearly	enough	to	speak.	Instead,	she	ran	over	to	where	her
father	was	working.	Just	then	he	swung	around	with	the	board	he	was	holding	and
knocked	Abby	to	the	ground.

“Abby!”	he	cried,	dropping	the	board	and	kneeling	in	front	of	her.	“You	came
out	of	nowhere!	Are	you	alright?”

Abby	gasped	for	breath,	lying	on	the	floor	of	the	stall.	But	it	wasn’t	just	getting
hit	 with	 the	 board	 that	 had	 knocked	 the	wind	 out	 of	 her.	 It	 felt	 like	 all	 of	 her
language	was	dissolving,	and	she	could	only	think	in	pictures.

She	saw	Amigo’s	empty	bed,	the	empty	house.	She	clenched	her	hand	into	a	fist
and	bit	down	until	she	tasted	blood.

“It’s	okay,	 sweetheart.	 Just	calm	down	and	take	deep	breaths,”	 said	her	 father,
gently	pulling	her	hand	out	of	her	mouth	and	helping	her	up.	He	held	her	by	each
shoulder.	“Remember	square	breathing?	Breath	in—one,	two,	three.	Hold—one,
two,	three.	Out—one,	two,	three.”



Abby	tried	to	focus	on	her	father’s	voice,	inhaling,	holding	her	breath,	and	then
exhaling	 in	 an	 even	 pattern.	 She	 pictured	 a	 square	 in	 her	 head	 and	 each	 breath
moving	from	one	side	of	the	square	to	the	next.	After	five	or	six	breaths,	she	was
finally	able	to	speak.

“Amigo,”	she	said.	“I	can’t	find	him!”

“Didn’t	you	see	the	note	I	left	on	the	refrigerator	door?”	asked	her	dad.

She	 shook	 her	 head.	 She	 had	 been	 so	 focused	 on	 looking	 for	Amigo	 that	 she
probably	 wouldn’t	 have	 noticed	 if	 Natalie’s	 fashion-obsessed	 friend	 Darcy	 had
snuck	in	and	redecorated	their	entire	house.

“I	 took	Amigo	 to	 the	 vet	 clinic	 this	morning,	 not	 too	 long	 after	 you	 left	 for
school,”	 Mr.	 Ramirez	 said.	 “I	 noticed	 that	 he	 was	 panting	 hard	 and	 seemed
unsteady	on	his	legs.	Your	mom	adjusted	the	dose	of	his	heart	medicine	and	gave
him	some	IV	fluids.	He’s	still	resting	at	the	animal	hospital.”

“I	want	to	see	him	now!”	said	Abby,	still	so	upset	that	she	forgot	to	ask	nicely.

Her	 father	 looked	around	at	 the	half-nailed	boards	and	tools	 scattered	around
the	stall.

“I	 can	 finish	 up	 this	 job	 myself,”	 Marco	 said	 to	 Mr.	 Ramirez.	 Abby	 had
forgotten	he	was	even	there.
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