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Chapter	1

A	Dog’s	Life
I	don’t	know	why	I	decided	to	follow	Jerry	except	that	he	seemed	to	have	more	purpose	in
life	 than	I	did.	I	was,	 like	most	of	my	peers,	bored	out	of	my	mind.	It	was	a	soft	spring
day,	a	couple	of	weeks	from	the	end	of	school,	a	Saturday,	too	early	in	the	year	to	expect
much	 from	Birch	Lake’s	 fish,	 too	murky	 from	 the	previous	night’s	downpour	 to	hit	 the
trout	streams.

So	 there	 I	 was,	 following	my	Uncle	 Floyd’s	 yellow	 Lab	 around	 Birch	 Lake	 to	 see
where	he	went	and	what	he	did.	It	beat	watching	cartoons	aimed	at	kids	10	years	younger
than	me	and	it	beat	hanging	around	with	adults	10	years	older.

Jerry	was	seven	years	old,	not	quite	50	in	human	years,	according	to	the	dog	experts.
While	not	yet	sedate,	he	had	two	seasons	of	the	mind—hunting,	when	he	once	again	was
an	eager,	live-wire	puppy,	and	the	rest	of	the	year,	when	he	faced	life	as	it	came	at	him,
philosophically	and	 resignedly.	 I	don’t	 think	he	minded	a	bit	 that	 I	 trailed	along	behind
him.	Maybe	he	welcomed	the	company.	He	glanced	back	once	to	let	me	know	he	knew	I
was	there	but,	otherwise,	ignored	me.

What	am	I	doing?	I	thought.	What	kind	of	sorry	ass	social	life	do	I	have	that	I	follow	a
dog	around?	There	was	no	answer.	My	girlfriend,	make	that	ex-girlfriend,	Debbie	Miller,
had	dumped	me.	Come	to	think	of	it,	a	dog	was	involved	in	that	one	too.	It	happened	the
summer	before,	when	we	took	her	father’s	pick-up,	with	his	male	Lab	in	the	back,	to	get	a
female	Lab	for	romantic	purposes.	The	owners	were	going	to	split	the	cost	of	the	puppies.
Debbie	rode	in	back	to	keep	the	flighty	female	from	jumping	ship.

On	 the	way	back	 to	 the	nuptial	kennel,	we	got	 trapped	 in	 the	annual	Founder’s	Day
parade.	I	was	driving	down	crowded	Birch	Lake’s	Main	Street	when	the	two	dogs	decided
they	couldn’t	wait	for	the	privacy	of	the	kennel	and	began	to	copulate	joyously	in	the	open
back	of	the	truck.	The	parade	crowd	erupted	with	mirth,	while	poor	Debbie	weighed	the
option	of	leaping	from	the	moving	vehicle	or	gamely	facing	total	humiliation.	Fortunately,
she	opted	 for	 the	 latter.	Meanwhile	 I,	 soon	 to	be	her	ex-boyfriend,	 suffered	an	attack	of
hysterical	laughter.	Debbie	was	not	amused.	We	had	no	sooner	arrived	at	her	house	than
she	jerked	me	out	of	the	driver’s	seat	into	a	rose	bush	and	left	me	there,	picking	thorns	out
of	myself,	one	by	one.	Up	to	that	point,	it	had	been	anything	but	a	thorny	relationship	and
the	 buds	 of	 lust	 were	 ever	 in	 danger	 of	 bursting	 into	 full,	 glorious	 bloom.	Virginity,	 I
thought	sourly	that	night	as	I	applied	antiseptic	to	a	freckle	of	rose	thorn	wounds,	is	not	all
it’s	cracked	up	to	be.

That	episode	put	the	hammer	to	the	Bobby-Debbie	relationship.	Here	I	was	on	a	spring
morning,	following	yet	another	Labrador	retriever	down	the	same	street.	Ironic.	We	were
just	 passing	 the	Miller	 house	 and	 Jerry	 paused	 to	 hose	 down	 the	 left	 rear	 tire	 of	 Brad
Miller’s	work	truck.	Mr.	Miller	had	looked	on	me	as	something	that	escaped	from	a	Petri



dish	before	I	humiliated	his	daughter.	The	episode	in	the	parade	had	not	changed	his	mind,
although	it	did	result	 in	his	changing	the	name	of	his	construction	company	from	Miller
Erections	to	Miller	Construction	(the	original	logo	had	been	prominent	on	the	side	of	the
fateful	pick-up,	adding	to	the	curbside	glee).

“Come	 on,	 Jerry.”	 I	 urged,	 wanting	 to	 get	 out	 of	 sight	 before	 Brad	 Miller	 came
charging	 out	 of	 his	 house	 armed	with	 enough	 lethal	 weapons	 to	 subdue	 a	 Delta	 Force
platoon.	We	moved	 along	Main	 and	 Jerry	 detoured	 to	 the	 garbage	dumpster	 behind	my
Aunt	Flo’s	Diner.	He	prowled	around	the	bin,	hoping	for	tasty	tidbits	but	it	was	clean.	The
lake	sparkled	in	a	light	breeze	and	I	saw	a	boat	anchored	off	Penny	Island,	some	hopeful
early	season	angler	betting	a	walleye	would	cruise	past,	hungry	after	a	hard	winter	under
the	 ice.	 Jerry	shook	himself	 in	 resignation	and	we	moved	on.	 I	 looked	back	at	 the	 lake,
wondering	if	I	wouldn’t	be	better	off	sitting	in	a	gently-rocking	boat,	fishless	and	chilly,
than	trailing	aimlessly	along	behind	my	uncle’s	dog.

Jerry	 greeted	 a	 couple	 of	 other	 town	 dogs	 with	 ceremonial	 butt	 sniffing	 and	 they
exchanged	whatever	passes	 for	pleasantries	among	dogs.	 I	 saw	my	Uncle	Floyd,	 Jerry’s
putative	owner,	sweeping	the	sidewalk	in	front	of	the	Bluegill	Bar,	preparatory	to	opening
for	the	early-bird	beer	drinkers.	Jerry	spotted	him	and,	I	suppose,	out	of	a	sense	of	loyalty,
headed	that	way.	“Hey,	Jerr,	hey,	Bobby,”	Uncle	Floyd	called.	“What’s	going	on?”

“Just	out	exercising	your	dog,”	I	said.

“You	must	not	have	a	whole	lot	to	do,”	Uncle	Floyd	said,	echoing	my	own	thoughts.	I
shrugged.	He	 ruffled	 the	 ears	 of	 his	 dog	 and	 said,	 “You’re	 a	 good	 dog,	 Jerr.”	 Then	 he
turned	to	me.	“Well,	back	to	work.	Don’t	take	any	wooden	nickels	and	don’t	let	this	old
dog	get	you	in	trouble.”	He	paused	a	moment	and,	with	a	sly	grin,	added,	“Not	like	those
Labs	last	summer.”	Thanks	a	bunch.

Jerry	ambled	down	the	block	and	I	fell	in	behind	him.	“Hey,	turd-head.”	The	voice,	as
grating	as	a	wood	rasp	on	a	zit,	cut	through	the	clean	morning	air	like	a	juicy	vocal	fart.
Scuz	Olson,	the	bane	of	my	life.	Given	a	choice	between	running	into	Scuz	or	Brad	Miller,
I	 would	 have	 opted	 for	 suicide.	 “Whatcha	 doin’?”	 he	 asked.	 Six	 foot	 three	 inches,
protruding	teeth	like	a	massive	chipmunk,	hair	that	appeared	to	have	been	combed	with	a
chain	saw,	baggy	britches,	Scuz	was	a	testament	to	poor	grooming	and	poor	social	skills.
He	was	obnoxious	to	almost	everyone	but	had	fastened	onto	me	way	back	in	grade	school
and,	oddly,	I	suspected	he	admired	me.	I	had	what	he	didn’t.	Some	intelligence	for	starters.
It	was	 funny.	Well,	not	 funny.	More	 like	alarming.	 I	 always	had	 the	 suspicion	 if	 I	hung
around	with	him	very	long,	I’d	start	 to	become	like	him.	Begin	doing	things	like	asking
girls	if	the	reason	they	wouldn’t	go	out	with	me	was	that	they	were,	as	Scuz	put	it,	“on	the
rag.”

“Where	yah	goin?”	he	asked,	clamping	a	hand	on	my	shoulder	and	giving	it	a	painful
squeeze.	 If	 I’d	 thought	 following	 a	 dog	 around	 my	 home	 town	 was	 the	 epitome	 of
boredom,	the	mere	suggestion	I	might	be	stuck	with	Scuz	was	enough	to	cure	my	ennui
and	inspire	a	massive	attack	of	the	screaming	meemies.

“Heading	home,”	I	lied	hastily,	praying	that	Scuz	wouldn’t	realize	I	was	going	in	the
opposite	direction.	“I’m	late	for…”	and	I	couldn’t	think	of	what	I	could	possibly	be	late
for,	“…stuff,”	I	mumbled	as	convincingly	as	a	murderer	caught	with	a	bloody	hatchet	in



hand,	 body	 at	 his	 feet.	 Jerry	 ambled	 back	 and	 sat	 beside	 me,	 offering	 his	 head	 to	 be
scratched.

“Nice	dog,”	Scuz	said.	“You	sure	have	a	way	with	them	Labs.	You	screwin’	this	one?”
Didn’t	anyone	forget	that	damn	parade?	But	I	knew	Scuz	never	would.	I	still	remembered
him	shouting	from	curbside,	“Hell	of	a	float,	guy,”	as	he	laughed	so	hard	snot	drizzled	out
of	his	nose.

“Jerry’s	a	male,”	I	said	stiffly,	realizing	too	late	that	my	answer	could	be	interpreted	as
admitting	I	did	consort	lasciviously	with	bitches.	“Look,	I	gotta	go,”	I	said	hastily.

“Well,	when	you	gotta	go,	you	gotta	go,”	Scuz	said,	eloquently.	Mercifully,	he	ambled
toward	downtown	and	I	hastened	into	the	nearest	side	street	before	he	changed	his	mind.
Jerry	 followed	 me	 and	 then	 diverted	 toward	 a	 house	 I	 knew	 well	 because	 my	 fishing
buddy,	Cuffy	Morris,	 lived	 there.	Cuffy	was	much	older;	 in	 fact	had	been	a	high	school
classmate	 of	 my	 mother’s.	 He	 eked	 out	 a	 living	 writing	 a	 weekly	 outdoor	 column	 for
several	 area	 weeklies	 and	 painting	 what	 would	 be	 labeled	 folk	 art	 outdoor	 scenes,
occasionally	selling	one	to	tourists.	It	was	a	bare	living	but	it	was	enough	because	he	lived
pretty	much	off	the	land,	trout	fishing	the	small	creeks	for	brook	trout,	shooting	a	deer	or
two,	some	ducks,	grouse	and	woodcock,	and	raising	a	garden,	which	provided	fresh	and
canned	vegetables.

Cuffy	had	gone	to	college	for	a	journalism	degree	and	brought	his	education	back	to
Birch	Lake	to	spend	the	rest	of	his	life	doing	just	enough	to	maintain	his	lifestyle.	“On	the
thermometer	of	untrammeled	ambition,”	he	once	said,	“I	don’t	even	register.”

Cuffy	was	sitting	on	his	porch,	coffee	cup	in	hand	and	a	couple	of	donuts	on	a	plate	on
a	 small	 table	 beside	 him.	 Stocky	 and	 gray	 haired,	 Cuffy	 looked	 trim	 despite	 his	 age.
Donuts	didn’t	affect	his	weight	because	he	burned	off	so	many	calories	hiking	deep	into
the	Blue	Hills	along	the	 trout	streams	that	 laced	them,	or	snowshoeing	the	back	country
drifts	 during	 deer	 season	 and	 packing	 out	 the	 resultant	 venison.	He	wore	me	 out	 and	 I
thought	I	was	in	pretty	good	shape	for	a	four-sport	high	schooler.	“What	brings	you	out	on
a	 fine	 spring	morning?”	he	 asked,	 as	 I	 climbed	 the	 steps	 to	 his	 porch.	 Jerry	 jumped	up
beside	me	and	Cuffy	broke	off	a	bit	of	donut	and	pitched	it	to	the	dog,	which	deftly	caught
it.	“We	know	why	Jerry’s	here,”	Cuffy	said,	grinning.	“You	want	a	donut	too?	Got	some
iced	tea	in	the	fridge.	Go	pour	yourself	a	glass.	Ice’s	in	the	tray.”

I	went	inside	and	saw	a	new	painting	on	Cuffy’s	easel.	It	was	the	head	of	a	yellow	Lab,
eyes	 intent	 on	 the	 sky,	 where	 I	 immediately	 visualized	 incoming	 mallards.	 Cuffy	 had
captured	the	intense	concentration	of	a	Lab	seeing	ducks	in	the	air.	I	got	my	tea	and	went
back	to	the	porch.	“That	Lab	looks	just	like	Jerry.”	The	dog,	hearing	his	name,	perked	his
ears	and	stared	at	the	remaining	piece	of	donut	on	Cuffy’s	plate.

“Ought	to,”	Cuffy	said.	“He	posed	for	it.”

“How’d	you	ever	get	him	to	sit	still	long	enough?”	I	asked.

“He	was	a	statue	as	long	as	I	had	donuts,”	Cuffy	said,	flipping	another	piece	of	donut
toward	 Jerry	 who	 caught	 it	 over	 his	 shoulder	 like	 the	 vintage	Willie	Mays.	We	 talked
about	 trout	 fishing	and	Cuffy	 told	me	what	 I	already	knew,	Thirty-Three	and	Forty-One
creeks	were	high	and	murky.	Better	to	talk	about	fishing	than	to	do	it.



I	didn’t	suspect	that	Cuffy	and	I	would	become	close.	Generally,	I	avoided	old	people,
more	the	older	they	got.	Like	babies,	I	believed	they	were	prone	to	embarrassing	outbursts
from	one	end	or	the	other.	However,	Cuffy	proved	a	revelation.	He	had	worked	for	the	Des
Moines	Register	until,	as	he	said,	“I	wore	out	on	pig	futures	and	decided	 to	come	home
where	 the	 fish	 are	 fish	 and	 the	 men	 are	 glad	 of	 it.	 They	 told	 me	 I’d	 get	 used	 to	 the
prevailing	Iowa	atmosphere,	that	of	pig	crap	but	I	never	did.	On	a	hot	day	here	in	Birch
Lake	I	still	get	a	whiff	of	it.”

Funny	guy—he	had	 read	all	 the	classic	humor	writers	 from	Twain	 to	George	Carlin
and	he	made	me	laugh.	He	loaned	me	books	by	Perelman	and	Benchley	and	I	resolved	to
become	a	writer.	After	he	quit	the	Register,	he	worked	for	the	Milwaukee	paper	as	a	sports
reporter.	“It	was	closer	to	home	but	close	only	counts	in	horseshoes	and	hand	grenades,”
he	said.

My	Uncle	Al	was	my	 lake-fishing	buddy	but	Cuffy	scorned	 lakes,	especially	 if	 they
were	the	result	of	damming	up	a	peaceful	stream.	“A	damn	dam	is	a	crime	against	God	or
Mother	Nature	or	whatever	you	believe	in,”	he	said.	“If	God	had	wanted	a	lake	there	he
would	have	sent	down	another	glacier	to	create	one.”	He	had	a	framed	cartoon	from	the
Arkansas	 Gazette	 by	 George	 Fisher,	 which	 showed	 two	 Corps	 of	 Engineers	 colonels
wearing	badges	reading,	“Keep	busy”	and	overlooking	a	dredge	destroying	a	stream.	One
says	to	the	other,	“God	would	have	done	it	this	way	if	he’d	had	the	money.”

I	 think	Cuffy	 looked	 on	me	 as	 a	 surrogate	 son	 and	 a	work	 in	 progress.	He	 enjoyed
teaching	me	what	he’d	 learned	over	a	half-century	 in	 the	woods	and	on	waters	 that	had
scarcely	 been	 visited	 by	 anyone	 since	 the	 Ojibwas	 took	 up	 town	 ways	 instead	 of
subsistence	living.	Several	times,	he	cooked	fresh-caught	trout	over	a	bankside	fire	and	we
ate	them	and	left	the	bones	for	scavengers.	I	felt	like	a	voyageur.

I	swallowed	the	last	of	the	iced	tea	and	Cuffy	tossed	the	last	bite	of	donut	to	Jerry	who
wagged	 his	 tail	 as	 a	 thank	 you	 and	 ambled	 back	 toward	 the	 street.	 “Gotta	 go,”	 I	 said,
rising.	“Want	to	see	where	the	dog	goes.”

“Must	not	have	much	to	do	if	you’re	spending	your	morning	following	a	dog	around,”
Cuffy	said.	All	too	true.

Jerry	paused	a	couple	of	 times	 to	mark	 trees	 then	we	passed	a	decrepit	building	 that
had	been	abandoned	many	years	before.	A	ghost	sign	on	 the	side	of	 the	gray,	unpainted
siding	said,	“Birch	Lake	Ice	House.”	There,	decades	before,	townsmen	had	stored	blocks
of	ice	sawn	from	the	lake	in	winter	and	covered	with	sawdust	from	the	veneer	mill	to	cool
the	town’s	 iceboxes	 in	summer.	Frigidaire	and	electrification	had	put	an	end	to	 the	need
for	 ice	 decades	 earlier	 and	 the	 old	 icehouse	 became	 a	 forbidden	 playground	 for	 kids,
including	me.	Janie	Summers	and	I	spent	a	summer	afternoon	 there	when	we	were	nine
years	 old.	 Because	 we	were	 hot	 and	 sweaty	 we	 decided	 to	 show	 each	 other	 what	 was
beneath	 our	 swimming	 suits.	We	 shucked	 our	 suits	 to	 our	 knees	 butt	 to	 butt	 (both	 too
embarrassed	to	present	each	other	with	full	frontal	nudity),	and	looked	over	our	shoulders.
I	 was	 astonished	 to	 find	 that	 her	 butt	 looked	 exactly	 like	 mine.	 I’d	 heard	 playground
stories	about	how	girls	and	boys	differed	but	now	I	didn’t	believe	it.	Uncomfortable	and
guilty,	we	pulled	our	suits	up	and	went	to	the	town	beach	to	swim.	As	an	introduction	to
sex,	it	lacked	something.



Jerry’s	next	stop	would	have	been	his	 last	 if	Mrs.	Ethel	Warburton	had	had	her	way.
Ethel	Warburton	 reminded	me	 of	 nothing	 so	much	 as	 a	 battleship	 plowing	 through	 the
gray,	 icy	North	Atlantic,	 looking	for	 lesser	ships	 to	bludgeon	 into	oblivion.	She	was	 the
town	 battle-ax,	 widow	 of	 Albert	Warburton	who	 had	made	 a	 real	 estate	 fortune	 as	 the
developer	 of	 the	 Five	 Lakes	 Resort	 Complex	 before	 he	 exploded	 a	 large	 vein	 on	 the
twelfth	hole	of	the	golf	course	he	had	carved	out	of	the	woods.	“One	stroke	over	par,”	my
father	commented	when	he	read	the	obituary	in	the	Birch	Lake	Chronicle.

Ethel	 Warburton	 was	 formidable,	 usually	 dressed	 in	 somber	 hues,	 as	 if	 her	 very
clothing	had	been	subdued.	She	was	the	ringleader	of	every	moral	crusade	that	popped	up
in	Birch	Lake,	spokesperson	for	the	Birch	Lake	Sodality.	They	had	successfully	badgered
the	manager	of	 the	Birch	Lake	Rialto	 into	dropping	plans	 to	show	a	half	dozen	or	more
movies	with	R-ratings	 (all	 of	which	we	 kids	were	 lusting	 to	 see).	 She	was	 on	 an	 ever-
present	campaign	to	suppress	sinful	books	but,	so	far,	had	not	been	successful	 in	setting
any	literary	bonfires.	Nevertheless,	give	her	a	crusade	against	any	perceived	iniquity	and
she	was	a	resolute	warrior.	She	also	maintained	an	immaculate	front	yard	with	no	room	for
visiting	dogs	or	their	teenage	companions.	Consequently,	when	Jerry	paused	to	water	her
mailbox	(which,	after	all,	was	on	public	property)	she	flew	from	the	house	like	the	Wicked
Witch	of	 the	West,	squawking	 like	a	harpie	with	hemorrhoids.	“Get	 that	dog	away	from
my	property,”	she	shrieked.	Jerry	shied	away	from	the	woman	and,	 the	big	chicken,	hid
behind	me.	“I’ll	have	the	law	on	both	of	you	for	trespass	and	defiling	my	property.”

I	 made	 the	 mistake	 of	 arguing.	 “We’re	 on	 public	 ground	 here,”	 I	 said,	 “But	 we’ll
leave.”	 At	 that	 moment,	 one	 of	 those	 events	 that	 makes	 truth	 stranger	 than	 fiction
occurred.	What	were	 the	chances	 the	only	car	 to	pass	by	would	be	 the	county	sheriff’s?
Mrs.	Warburton	 juked	 past	me	with	 the	 agility	 of	 Tony	 Parker	 driving	 for	 a	 layup	 and
flagged	him	down.	Sheriff	Cal	Adams	got	out	of	his	cruiser	and	confronted	 the	woman,
who	was	epitomizing	the	phrase	“hopping	mad.”

“I	demand	you	arrest	 this	 juvenile	delinquent	 and	do	away	with	his	 filthy	dog,”	 she
screeched.	How	 I	wished	 for	 a	 bucket	 of	water	 to	melt	 the	 old	witch.	 I	 had	 asked	my
mother	what	had	soured	Mrs.	Warburton	on	our	 family	and	she	said	 it	went	back	many
years	to	high	school	when	Mrs.	W.	had	not	been	the	battlewagon	she’d	since	become.	She
and	my	Uncle	Floyd	actually	had	dated	briefly	but	something	happened	between	them—
possibly	 my	 Aunt	 Emma,	 who	 would	 become	 Uncle	 Floyd’s	 cherished	 wife—Ethel
Warburton	proved	to	be	a	spurned	lover	with	a	long	memory	and,	ultimately,	the	clout	to
do	something	about	it.	She	had	sworn	vengeance	on	Uncle	Floyd	and	his	whole	clan.	She
was	a	living	I.E.D.,	waiting	to	do	damage	to	our	family.	

She	hated	not	 just	Uncle	Floyd	who	had	the	audacity	 to	dump	her	way	back	in	high
school	and	who	now	owned	a	bar	where	the	sinners	of	town	gathered	to	debauch	but	also
his	 siblings.	 His	 younger	 brother,	 my	 Uncle	 Jack,	 was	 pretty	 much	 a	 family	 rogue,
involved	in	any	number	of	get-rich	schemes	(none	so	far	had	achieved	“quick”	status)	but
at	 least	 he	 ran	 his	 occasionally	 shady	 enterprises	 outside	 Birch	 Lake.	 Then	 there	 was
Uncle	Al,	who	guided	tourist	anglers	and	drank	beer,	sometimes	in	prodigious	quantities,
sometimes	 simultaneously,	 and	without	 a	 hint	 of	 repentance.	Uncle	Al’s	 greatest	 sin	 in
Ethel	Warburton’s	 mind	 was	 that	 everyone	 liked	 him.	 He	 was	 the	 family	 tale	 spinner,
enormously	popular	and	my	favorite	fishing	buddy	within	the	family.	He	had	taught	me	to



swear	by	osmosis.	Then	there	was	Aunt	Flo	who	ran	a	popular	diner	by	the	lake	but	who
also	was	on	 the	school	board	and,	 thus,	carried	considerable	civic	clout.	 It	was	she	who
spiked	 the	Warburton	 cannon	when	 the	Ladies	Sodality	 sought	 to	purge	 the	Birch	Lake
High	of	all	books	containing	 the	word	“damn”.	“Hell”	was	OK	as	 long	as	 it	 indicated	a
place	 to	 which	 sinners	 would	 pay	 for	 their	 transgressions.	 Therefore,	 we	 were,	 in	 the
cramped	corral	of	Ethel	Warburton’s	mind,	a	family	for	a	Bible-banging	crusader	to	abhor.

My	father,	who	owned	the	local	bait	shop,	and	my	sweet	mother	who	never	said	a	bad
word	about	anyone,	including	Ethel	Warburton,	might	have	skated	past	her	enmity	except
they	were	members	 of	 the	 family	 she	 abhorred	 and,	 thus,	 tainted.	 She’d	 get	 ‘em	 if	 she
could.

I	hadn’t	helped	 things	 the	previous	summer	when	Uncle	Floyd	brought	a	carnival	 to
town	 as	 part	 of	 the	 annual	 Founder’s	 Day	 celebrations	 and	 it	 happened	 the	 featured
attraction,	at	least	as	far	as	the	men	of	town	were	concerned,	was	a	stripper	named	Flame
LaTouche.	 Simultaneously,	 the	 Ladies	 Sodality,	 headed	 by	 none	 other	 than	 Ethel
Warburton,	had	sponsored	a	traveling	revivalist	named	Roy	Lee	Snyder.	In	an	unfortunate
collision	 to	which	 I	not	only	was	 a	witness	but	 a	participant,	The	Rev.	Snyder	 and	Ms.
LaTouche	 had	 been	 discovered	 in	 a	 compromising	 position	 by	Mrs.	Warburton	 and	 her
following	because	she	was	chasing	me	and	we	both	inadvertently	lunged	into	the	tent.	Ms.
LaTouche	was	in	dishabille	and	the	Rev.	Leroy	apparently	had	been	communing	with	the
kind	of	spirits	you	don’t	 find	 in	church.	I	 leaped	out	of	 the	way	and	the	 two	collided	in
what	appeared	to	be	a	passionate	embrace	just	as	the	Warburton	entourage	entered	to	pay
homage	to	their	spiritual	leader.	The	Rev.	fled	town	in	disgrace	and	Mrs.	Warburton	added
another	check-mark	 to	her	 lengthening	 list	of	Things	I	Want	 to	Get	Even	For,	 Including
That	Kid.

Now	she	was	demanding	the	Sheriff	 immediately	arrest	me	and	put	a	bullet	 in	Jerry.
The	Sheriff	not	only	liked	Jerry,	he	had	shared	a	duck	blind	with	Uncle	Floyd	and	Jerry,
hence	he	wasn’t	about	to	do	what	Mrs.	Warburton	ordered.	“Now,	Ethel,”	he	said.	“I	know
this	dog	and	he’s	properly	 licensed	and	has	had	all	his	 shots.	Bobby	here	will	 take	him
home	and	we’ll	all	get	on	with	our	lives.”

Quivering	with	 righteous	 indignation,	Mrs.	Warburton	 snorted,	 “Figures	you’d	 stand
up	 for	 that	 filthy	dog.	 It’ll	be	a	cold	day	 in	you-know-where	before	 I	ever	vote	 for	you
again,”	She	stomped	into	her	house	and	slammed	the	door.

“Bet	she	never	voted	for	me	before	either,”	Sheriff	Adams	said.	“I’ll	try	to	live	without
it.”	He	asked	me	what	caused	the	Warburton	eruption	and	I	told	him	that	Jerry	peed	on	her
mailbox.	He	smiled	and	said,	“Don’t	worry	about	it.	She	and	the	mailbox	both	will	live.”
Then	he	added,	“Hey,	Bobby,	what’s	the	football	team	gonna	look	like?”	We	were	to	start
the	 first	 football	 season	ever	at	Birch	Lake	High	 in	 the	 fall	and	 from	what	 little	 I	knew
about	football	it	was	going	to	be	grim.	I	told	the	Sheriff	that	and	he	play-punched	me	on
the	 shoulder	 and	 drove	 off.	 Meanwhile,	 Jerry	 started	 to	 move	 on	 but	 paused	 by	 Mrs.
Warburton’s	 carefully	 cultivated	 rose	 bush,	 in	 full	 spring	 bloom,	 to	 liberally	 hosed	 it.	 I
glanced	 at	 the	 neatly-lettered	 name	 plate:	 “Peace	 Rose”	 it	 said	 and	 we	 made	 a	 hasty
getaway	before	Mrs.	Warburton	witnessed	my	dog	defiling	her	prized	plant.



I	sensed	that	Jerry’s	tour	of	the	town	was	nearly	finished;	I	know	mine	was—enough
of	running	into	people	I	didn’t	like	or	who	didn’t	like	me.	Cuffy’s	iced	tea	was	losing	its
soothing	effect	amid	 the	sour	 taste	 left	by	 the	 female	battlewagon.	The	 lake	still	had	 its
morning	glitter	from	a	soft	wind	that	riffled	the	surface,	while	the	rhythmic	motion	of	the
wavelets	pulled	me	down	the	hill	and	onto	the	town	dock.	Jerry	followed	along.	I	sat	on
the	end	of	the	dock;	my	feet	dangling	just	above	the	water	and	Jerry	plopped	down	beside
me,	leaning	his	muscular	shoulder	into	me.	I	put	my	arm	around	him	and	we	sat	in	the	low
angle	sunlight.

What	had	I	learned	about	my	hometown	that	I	hadn’t	known	since	I	was	old	enough	to
know	anything?	Not	much.	I	wondered	if	Jerry	had	soaked	up	any	doggie	revelations.	If
so,	 he	wasn’t	 sharing,	 although	 he	 did	 turn	 his	 head	 and	 give	me	 a	 sloppy	 kiss	 on	 the
cheek.

The	dog	saliva	cooled	and	I	realized	I	was	chilly	 too.	Summer	stretched	ahead,	with
baseball	 season	 then	 football	 and	 then	 my	 junior	 year	 of	 high	 school.	 Maturity	 was
careening	toward	me	like	an	out	of	control	juggernaut.	I	got	up,	Jerry	and	I	walked	up	the
hill	to	Uncle	Floyd’s	Bluegill	Bar.	I	opened	the	door	to	let	Jerry	in	where	he	could	cadge
pretzels	and	peanuts	from	the	early-birds	while	I	went	home	to	see	what	life	offered.
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