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Chili Pepper Mine is set in the Tucson Mountain foothills of Tucson, Arizona, close to Sharon's
home at the time of its writing. It is the story of a boy and his Christmas gift and how that gift
influenced the lives of all those with whom he came in contact. Chris thought that Pepper was
just a puppy, but as time passed, Chris realized that he was much, much more. The story unfolds
the events that changed Chris's life forever, allowing him to see that miracles are real and that
prayers do receive answers. Christian parenting does not go without challenges, as the reader
will experience the growth and prayerful decision-making done by Chris's parents to help him
with life events he and they encounter throughout the book.
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AuthorDedicationThis book is dedicated to my Dad and Mom, Julien T. and Ethel K. Johnson,
who endowed me with a great imagination and the ability to share this with
others.AcknowledgmentsIwish to thank my husband, Tony; son, Christopher; and daughter, Joy,
for the uninterrupted time that they all managed to give me while this novel was being written. I’m
extremely blessed to have a husband who understands why I’m typing away at 3:00 a.m. and
sometimes don’t get to sleep until it’s almost time to get up again.I also am sincerely grateful to
my caring family veterinarians, who have been there for me, and the four-footed fur balls that
have added so much affection and richness to my home life. They are the inspiration for Dr. Erika
Franke. The teamwork among the veterinary assistants and Dr. Franke also reflects on my
experience with the individuals in the clinic that cares for my pets. Without the research
assistance of the veterinary staff, parts of this novel would have been impossible to write.I have
appreciated the company of Ms. Pele and Ms. Mocha on the desktop while I’m writing, but sadly
Ms. Whiskers passed away early on in the course of the manuscript. I have enjoyed using the
original Pepper, who is no longer living, as the model for Pepper in this story, and thank Ms.
Gretchen for modeling behaviors in much the same way as Pepper did to refresh my memory.In
this second edition of Chili Pepper Mine, I am grateful to Ms. Tallie and Ms. Gwen for steadfastly
staying up with me until the early morning hours, noting that Ms. Gwen frequently would poke me
in the side with her claws out if she thought I was too engrossed in editing Chili Pepper Mine and
not paying enough attention to her, thus keeping me awake and alert.1Iremember that wonderful
Christmas morning. When I awoke, the sky was already beginning to show a hint of peach tint
just over the Tamara Mountain Range. Jet trails were already starting to form soft strands of
clouds that puffed out and then dissolved like cotton candy into the clear sky surrounding them.
My eyes followed the pinpoint end of the widening lines being drawn across the sky as I
imagined where the people on board those enormous planes were going. Some surely were on
their way to play on Californian or Hawaiian beaches in the white soft sand next to sparkling,
clear, blue ocean water. Maybe others were on their way to work in huge metropolitan
skyscrapers where the future of our world was being considered and plans were being made so
that it would be a better place for the generations to come.I glanced downward then and sadly
acknowledged that once again, there shifted to the wonderful smell of freshly made bread and



cinnamon. Mom must have made cinnamon buns, I thought. She didn’t have much time to bake,
but on Christmas, she always tried to do something extra special for Dad and me. She used to
collect recipes and try them out at times like this because she knew that no matter what she
made for us, we would be so happy, and we would enjoy it so much. Mom was a wonderful
baker. Everything she made came out so delicious. Soon the scent of freshly made coffee
wafted up the stairs and mingled with that of the cinnamon and baking bread. I could take no
more. I grabbed my robe from the chair beside my bed and ran toward the stairs on my way to
the kitchen.On the way by Mom and Dad’s room, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Dad
was still in bed. He liked to sleep with his king-sized pillow held tightly to his chest after Mom had
gotten up. I raced into the room, told him Merry Christmas, and kissed his eyelid that was
showing between his pillow and the soft, warm down comforter he was snuggled beneath. He
mumbled the greeting back to me as he rolled over in the other direction. I pulled the comforter
down a bit so that he, too, could appreciate the wonderful Christmas morning aromas that
greeted us so lovingly.Down the stairs I slid on my behind. Bump. Bump. Bump. All fourteen
steps were neatly dusted in less than five seconds, but who thought about that. Into the kitchen I
slid with all the grace of a professional skate boarder, stopping in front of the refrigerator where
Mom stood pouring a glass of orange juice. She was using her Christmas glasses; the ones with
the holly leaves and berries that she saved for the Christmas holiday only and that took up the
whole top shelf in the dish cupboard. She handed me the glass she was holding and reached for
another and poured a glass of juice for herselfNo sooner had she put the pitcher on the
countertop than we heard a loud metallic crash in the family room. Mom and I looked at each
other for a split second before we literally ran to see what the noise was. To my amazement, a
wonderful full-size maroon mountain bike was lying haphazardly on its side on the tile floor.
About three feet away was a ball of black and tan fur that had no beginning nor end but was
whimpering and shivering next to a puddle about the size of a saucer. I cautiously but quickly ran
over to the fur ball. As I reached down to touch it, I noticed nearby the overturned white carton
with the holes in the side and the big red ribbon lying on the tree skirt next to the carton.As I
touched the soft fur, the ball tightened and squirmed as it tried to pull farther away from me and
the source of the crash that had drawn Mom and me to the room. Moving in closer, being careful
not to get into the puddle, I slid next to the little furry body and scooped it up onto my lap. In an
instant, a head appeared and then came feet. The little feet were wet and cold from the tiles, but
then so was the wiggly black nose when it turned upward toward my face to get a better look at
me. It was a puppy, my puppy, and my very own. That was how I met Sergeant Pepper as we
later named him. A purebred German shepherd and Eskimo husky mixture, Pepper became my
best friend and constant companion in no time.Needless to say, the crash also brought Dad
running from upstairs. While Mom dried up the puddle and disinfected the appropriate area on
the floor, Dad checked out my new bike to make sure it hadn’t been damaged when it fell over.
He said that we were very lucky that neither the puppy nor the bike was hurt. One tile had a chip
missing at the edge where a bike pedal hit it, but Dad said that added a “distressed” look and



that it was a good thing.I really don’t recall all the details of the rest of that day, but I remember
that it was the very, very best day of my life, all eleven years of it.2Pepper and I spent a lot of
time together that spring and during the months that followed. Mom and I took him to the
veterinarian for his eight-week puppy shots, twelve-week, and then the last of the series six
weeks later. Pep loved the doctor and her assistants. He was so busy kissing everybody and
wagging his tail that he never seemed to notice that he was being given injections. Dr. Franke
loved Pepper, too, or at least he was sure she did.We went to the park after school almost every
day so that Pepper could play on the grass because we didn’t have any grass in our yard.
Nobody did in our neighborhood because water was too expensive and in short supply most of
the time. We played frisbee, nerf ball, and I could even practice batting because Pep would bring
back the balls I hit. One time in April, Billy Johnson and some other big boys caught my baseball
and were walking off with it. Pepper just ran past them, took the ball from the boy’s hand, and
brought it back to me. Afterward, I heard them talking among themselves. They were asking
each other, “Where did that dog come from?”During the next six months, Pepper grew taller, and
his chest broadened. When Dad came home from work in the afternoon, Pepper would stand up
on his hind legs and gently rest his front legs on Dad’s shoulders, just like he was giving him a
hug. He learned how to turn on the water at the drinking fountains in the park by himself so that
he could get a drink any time he was thirsty.He always remembered the boys who caught my
baseball and tried to steal it from me. Every time he saw them, he would sit down at my feet and
just watch them until they went away. He never barked, growled, nor showed his teeth; but
likewise, he never wagged his tail when they were nearby. That his tail was still was very
noticeable to me, because Pepper wagged his tail 24/7 otherwise. Mom used to comment on
Pepper’s “happy tail.” She said she never saw one as busy as his was.Time just flew by that first
summer. Mom said that Pepper had to be obedience-trained because he was so big, so I took
him to the community center every Tuesday morning at 10:00 a.m. for an open class. At first, he
thought he was there to play with the other dogs and proceeded to introduce himself to the front
and back ends of each of the other students. As part of his “school uniform,” we had been
instructed to purchase a chain collar and a twelve-foot leash. The instructor showed me how to
use these two together when Pepper refused to give up when a frilly little white poodle with pink
bows in her hair told him she didn’t want to be friends. One quick tug on the chain collar and
Pepper was sitting beside my left foot and looking up at me. He never again needed to have his
collar yanked.In fact, he appeared to watch what the instructor’s dog did when the instructor said
different words, and then Pepper just did the same things in response to the same words. He
would heel, sit, stay, lie down, and refuse to eat until he was told that it was okay to do so. At the
end of the series of classes, Pepper was awarded a diploma for graduation with distinction.That
fall, after school started, Pepper walked me to the school bus in the morning and met me at the
bus stop in the afternoon so that we could walk home together. It wasn’t a long walk, but it
became a lot shorter when he was there. One morning, I was later than usual and rounded the
corner to the bus stop just as the bus passed by. Mom hated it when this happened because it



meant that she had to get dressed and drive me into the city to Saguaro Middle School. The
traffic was heavy and sometimes it would take as long as an hour to make the five-mile round
trip. With this in mind, I steeled myself to tell Mom that I had missed my bus.As I turned around to
head home, I heard what sounded like two nearby gunshots. I looked back to see the school bus
stopping, with black smoke coming out of its exhaust pipe. My friends hurriedly exited the bus
through the front door and giving wide berth, walked back toward me. Pepper at my side, I
walked to meet them. Now, I didn’t have to bother Mom about taking me to school. There were
thirty-five of Saguaro’s student body that were going to be late, and excused, this morning.Over
the next week, there was a lot of discussion at school about why the bus had failed. The
mechanics at the bus garage went over bus #23 from end to end and found nothing amiss.
There were no shorts, loose terminals or fuses, oil or gasoline leaks.The driver had reported that
everything on the bus was normal until the needles on the dash dials went up and down “like
crazy,” and the bus backfired. Then he’d lost all power. “It was just like the bus died.” The
amazing part of the bus “breakdown” was that, after the driver called for help, the black cloud
that had issued from the exhaust pipe dissipated, and everything went back to normal again.
When the mechanic arrived at the scene, the bus started up right away, there was no more
smoke, and all the performance indicators on the dash were operating perfectly like they had
been only an hour earlier when the bus passed my stop. The mechanic could find no evidence of
any problem of any kind. So, after his thorough examination of the engine and underbody of the
reported stalled school bus, we all got on, took our seats, and were on our way to school. Only I
knew how opportune that “breakdown” was.Halloween that year was really exciting. Two of my
friends and I and, of course, Pepper went trick or treating together. There was a clear sky that
night that displayed a huge, full moon and lots of stars. The weather was nippy, and the smell of
fallen leaves in the crisp night air was absolutely delicious. Dad said that it reminded him of
going to football games when he was in high school and college. He grinned as he told me how
his dates always liked to snuggle up close when the air was cold.Dad waved his arm at us as we
made our way down the dimly-lighted street that was now becoming filled with ghosts, goblins,
and witches. We were going to head for the new housing development two blocks over and start
there, working our way back into this neighborhood and home. I had blackened a cork and
smeared the charcoal onto my face, neck, and hands. The rest of me was covered by a plaid
flannel shirt and raggedy denim jeans. I had a pole made from Dad’s old broken shovel handle
over my shoulder with a kerchief filled with crumpled newspapers tied securely to the far end of
it. The kerchief worried Pepper, and he frequently ran back to sniff at it.Going door-to-door in the
new tract was a lot of fun. Some of the people left big baskets of candy bars on their front
porches. At other homes, an adult would be sitting on the porch or in the front yard in a scary
costume. One house had really scary sounds coming from it and even someone screaming. I
liked best the house that had spiderwebs all across the front yard. The people had a lighted
candle in the pumpkin on their front porch that flickered back and forth, never giving quite
enough light to see well, but enough to keep our eyes from adapting to the moonlight so that we



could see better. We doubled over with laughter as we watched the smaller kids get caught in
the spiderwebs and scream as they turned and ran back to their parents with web in their hair
and around their faces.One girl that I knew in fifth grade not only got the web on her, but a black
spider, too. She screamed, ran around in circles, and tore off part of her costume because she
thought the spider was real. We did, too, at first; but when we tried to kill it for her, we found that it
was plastic. The frayed ends on the legs had caught in her hair and when the spider was
removed, part of her hair came out with it. She thanked us for trying to help her; but, with tears in
her eyes, she told us she was going home and turned around, heading off in the direction from
which she had come. After seeing how afraid she was, my friends and I had second thoughts
about how great that yard was decorated. We turned around and went on our way, telling
everyone we met not to go through the gate to that yard and why.An hour and a half later, our
bags were very heavy to carry; and we were about a quarter of a mile from my house. We ate
some of our candy and asked some people that we knew along the way for drinks of water. Even
Pepper got a bowl of water from Mrs. Johnson, who cautioned us sternly not to give him any
chocolate because chocolate is poisonous for dogs and cats. Pepper seemed to know that he
shouldn’t have any because he showed no interest at all in the candy. He still was worried about
the kerchief at the end of my pole.As we rounded the corner of Havasupai Boulevard, we were
laughing, comparing our bags of candy, and totally absorbed in each other. Suddenly, I heard a
loud bang and felt sharp stabs going through my right hand, up toward my shoulder. At the same
time, a terrible burning sensation crossed the right side of my neck. This was instantly followed
by a crushing pain across the back and right side of my head. Everything went black, except for
a dozen bright white stars straight in front of me. I felt hot and cold all at once and wet, yes,
something wet was on my neck and back and right upper arm. There were blood-curdling
screams. That is about all I remember of Halloween night.I awoke in the early morning of
November 2nd. It was still dark outside. I could tell that I was in bed, but the bed was harder than
any I could ever remember having slept in. The room was dark with the exception of a narrow ray
of light coming from the tiny space between the door and its jamb that streamed across the foot
of my bed. I could hear soft voices, almost distant, and the bustling about of a number of people
on the other side of that door.I wanted to get up to see where I was, but when I tried to lift my
head, a stabbing pain shot through my neck and didn’t stop until it reached my right eye. There it
began to throb. It was at that moment that I realized my right hand, right shoulder, and upper
back were equally throbbing. The slightest movement produced a fiery stabbing sensation that
culminated in the brightest light I have ever seen.
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