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For my first golfing buddies:

CJ, Craig, Squirrel, and Mancini
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Chapter 1
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It was Saturday morning and eight-year-old Alex Miller knew what that meant.

He wasn’t going to have to mow the lawn or clean the gutters. According to his dad, he still wasn’t old enough to do those things anyway. He wasn’t going to have to clean his room – he’d done that the previous Saturday and had done his best to keep it clean. He wasn’t even going to have to clean the cars or the garage. But this was just as bad.

He was going to the golf course with his father.

Mr. Miller loved golf more than a lot of fathers loved their pets. He waited all week to play the game. Once he was home from work, he typically used the time before dinner was ready to clean his golf clubs or whack a few balls into a net in the back yard that served as a makeshift driving range.

If there was time, he’d actually visit the driving range.

Alex, on the other hand, hated golf. He enjoyed being outdoors and he enjoyed hanging out with his father. It was the game itself that Alex didn’t like.

It was too serious, he thought. Saturdays on the golf course made Alex picture men who claimed to be happy to be there, though their attitude seemed to prove otherwise. There were occasional outbursts of anger.

“This doesn’t seem like fun,” Alex thought to himself as he loaded his golf starter set into his father’s car. The set included all the basic clubs, cut down to size from one of his dad’s older sets. He’d asked for a new set from the local sporting goods store but Mr. Miller insisted he didn’t need those clubs – yet, anyway.

“Let’s see you take the game a little more seriously before we start putting a lot of money into it,” he’d said.

Serious. There was that word again, Alex thought.

A day at the course was a chance for Alex to enjoy the sunshine and throw rocks into the various creeks and ponds. There was a creek that wound its way through the front nine holes and a pond that guarded the green on the seventh hole.

Alex’s dad didn’t like the rock throwing.

According to Alex, though, it was something to do while his father decided which club to hit, a chore that sometimes seemed to take hours, if not days. Club selection didn’t require much thought for Alex. He had a basic understanding of which club to pick for certain shots. He just didn’t like putting that much thought into it.

Instead, he spent most of his time looking for rocks that were good for throwing.

There were some good things about going to the golf course with his father, though. Alex loved the club’s restaurant, where he was treated to a magnificent grilled cheese sandwich after each round. The golf professional who worked at the club was a nice guy. His name was Clarence but everyone called him Chuck. Alex wasn’t sure why.

Chuck didn’t take himself too seriously. Unlike a lot of teaching pros, Chuck didn’t bother walking around the driving range giving out advice.

If you needed Chuck, he’d be glad to help. Otherwise, he seemed happy to talk to the players about his cocker spaniel puppy, Boris. He’d received Boris as a gift and had named him after tennis player Boris Becker.

No one really understood why and no one asked.

“I want you to pay attention to the game today,” Mr. Miller interrupted Alex’s thoughts as the two headed to the course. “You need to start taking it more seriously.”
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When they arrived, Alex was glad to see Boris running around the tee boxes at the driving range. Mr. Miller wasn’t as happy to see the pup.

“I wish he wouldn’t bring that dog to work with him,” he mumbled, loud enough for Alex to hear.

“Really? I like Boris!” Alex said, even though his father wasn’t looking for a response.

“He spends more time with that dog than he does thinking about golf,” Mr. Miller said. “And the dog is disruptive. This isn’t really the place to have a dog hanging around.”

Alex had wanted a dog for as long as he could remember. His parents had never thought it was a good idea. Now, Alex was starting to believe his father didn’t even like dogs.

They pulled their clubs out of the car and headed toward the clubhouse, taking the sidewalk which wound its way behind the driving range, just out of reach of the golfers’ backswings. Boris seemed to recognize Alex and came bouncing over.

Alex dropped his golf bag with a loud thud and reached down to catch the puppy.

“Hey, Boris!” he said with a lot more joy than he had for the game of golf. “How ya been, boy?”

Boris responded by licking Alex’s face like a long lost buddy. He was quickly corralled by Chuck, who greeted Mr. Miller and Alex with one hand while scooping up Boris with the other.

“What have I told you about socializing with the guests?” he scolded the dog with a laugh.

Alex thought it was funny, too. His father wasn’t smiling.

“I think I need a new grip on my five-iron,” Mr. Miller said to Chuck. Boris was demanding Chuck’s complete attention, though, and the golf pro didn’t hear what had been said.

“Hey Chuck, I need a new grip,” Mr. Miller repeated.

“Ah, for the five-iron,” Chuck said. He’d been listening all along. “Come on in. I’ll get it taken care of for you.”

The Millers followed Chuck and Boris into the pro shop. Chuck turned and handed Boris back to Alex.

“Hold him for a minute while I work, please, Alex,” he said. “He seems to really like you. You have a dog at home?”

Alex’s eyes shot toward his father, who glared down at him.

“No. But I’ve always wanted one,” Alex said. He looked back at his father, who was now shaking his head.

“We’re not getting a dog,” he said.

“Oh, the boy needs a dog,” Chuck interrupted, looking up from the five-iron long enough to judge Mr. Miller’s reaction. “Boris has a brother who needs a home. I could make a phone call for you.”

Alex quickly turned again to his father.

“No thanks,” Mr. Miller said. He was starting to sound frustrated, Alex noticed.

“Just the five-iron,” he said. “We need to get started.”

“Yes, we’re expecting a good crowd today,” Chuck said. He turned back to Alex as he finished placing the new grip on the club.

“And are you playing today?”

“I guess so,” Alex mumbled.

“Of course he’s going to play,” Mr. Miller said. He placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “He’s starting to hit the ball better. He just needs to focus on the game a little more.”

Chuck laughed and handed over the club.

“There are a lot of distractions out there for a boy Alex’s age,” he said. “I was the same way at his age. I loved being on the course. Could have cared less about the game.”
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