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Nectar of the Dogs
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It was a beautiful spring Saturday in Bucks County, and I was feeling nostalgic for the neighborhood where I grew up, a few miles from the townhouse where I lived with my golden retriever, Rochester. I decided to take him for a walk around the lake behind my childhood home, so he could run along the grassy verge beside the water, and I could indulge in a few childhood memories.

I’d spent many summer days swimming in Silver Lake with friends, or rowing out to the middle of the lake and leaning back to look at the clouds and letting the boat drift as I daydreamed of the life I’d have when I got out of Stewart’s Crossing.

Things hadn’t worked out the way I’d hoped. After I got my undergraduate degree I’d moved to New York, where I got my master’s in English at Columbia, met the woman I’d marry, and followed her to California for her career. Then everything began to fall apart. Mary suffered a series of miscarriages, and I made the mistake of hacking into her credit reports to keep her from bankrupting us in her attempt to feel better through retail therapy.

I was caught, sentenced to a year in the California penal system, and Mary divorced me. When I was paroled, I returned to Stewart’s Crossing with my tail between my legs, adopted Rochester, and began to rebuild my life and career. 

I parked on the street by the access path between houses that led to down to the lake, and I let Rochester off his leash so he could sniff to his heart’s content.

He spotted the female golden retriever down by the water at the same time she saw him, and they took off toward each other. It was beautiful to watch their lean bodies in flight and the way the sun-colored fur on their legs lifted in the breeze, but since I didn’t know the other dog, or the woman with her, I went running after him, calling his name.

The two dogs collapsed into a love fest, the female rolling on her back so that Rochester could sniff her. “Sorry,” I said to the woman as I got there.  “I shouldn’t have let him off his leash, but there’s something about the first beautiful day of spring.”

“I know,” she said. “I bring Sophie over to see my parents and we always come for a walk along the lake.”

I looked more closely at her. She was about my age, mid-forties, with dark hair cut in a pageboy. There was something familiar about her face, and it took me a moment to place her. “Diana?”

She looked at me.

“Steve Levitan.” I pointed across the lake. “I grew up in that white house over there.”

“Of course,” she said, and we hugged. “Wow. How long has it been? High school, I guess.”

I hadn’t seen Diana Ryan since our Pennsbury High graduation, over twenty years before. Though there were a few strands of gray in her hair and some laugh lines around her eyes, she looked like the same girl I’d been in class with starting in kindergarten.

“You were Jerry Brown, weren’t you?” she asked. “I was John Anderson.”

It took me a moment to remember we’d done a mock presidential election in our social studies class, where various classmates had taken on the roles of candidates. “At least you made it to the final election,” I said. “I was knocked out in the primaries.”

Rochester and Sophie began to romp around together on the fresh grass, sprinkled with tiny yellow buttercups. “You still live in town?” I asked.

“Across the river in Pennington. I teach at the Cambridge School there. You?”

“After my mom died, my dad sold the house and bought a townhouse in River Bend, on the outskirts of town. I live there now. I run a conference center for Eastern College up in Leighville.” I looked behind her, toward the house where she’d grown up. “Your parents never moved?”

She shook her head. “They could never agree on a place to go, and now it’s too late. My dad’s not doing well.”’
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