
		
			Advance Praise for Spike Unleashed

			“How do you satirize everything Woke, Dope, and Dumb in our upside-down society while making even the Wokest, Dopest, (but not dumbest) humans laugh out loud? Put the hilarious jibes into the mouth of a wonder dog like Spike and his wise-ass master Bud. OMG. I thought I’d have to be hospitalized from laughing so hard. Thank you Spike, Bud, and Boggs for doing it again. This one’s screaming to be made into an animated series.”

			—Linda Stasi, bestselling author, award-winning columnist, 
New York Daily News, New York Post

			“The book is an absolute delight! This is an exceedingly funny inside look at the foibles of the ‘business of show,’ and only Spike with his hapless master Bud in hand could innocently expose his tail (tale) in such a brilliantly acerbic comic manner.”

			—Brian Cox, actor, Succession

			“Old Dog? Not really. New Tricks? Plenty. Turns out Spike has more to say. And more encounters with the virtuous and villainous figures of our time than any person, let alone canine, I know.”

			—Bob Costas, Hall of Fame broadcaster

			“Not since Voltaire has someone written such an epic, funny takedown of the world in which we live. Yes, I’m comparing Bill Boggs to Voltaire. Yes, I am. He may have spent a lifetime in entertainment just to craft this scathing, hilarious look at popular culture. Bill’s written an amazing, funny book. And so hip!” 

			—Mike Reiss, writer/producer, The Simpsons

			“America’s greatest wits like Mark Twain, James Thurber, and Dorothy Parker would’ve stood and applauded after reading Spike Unleashed, but they can’t because they’re dead. So, I’ll do it for them—right now I’m standing and applauding because this book is great!”

			—Alan Zweibel, original Saturday Night Live writer, screenwriter, and Thurber Prize–winning author for his novel The Other Shulman

			“One of the first things that attracted me to Bill Boggs decades ago was his incredible wit and his ‘enchanted sense of play.’ Now, he’s found a way for his alter ego, Spike, to allow the Boggs sensibility to continue to flourish. It’s great fun spending time with the two of them.”

			—Lucie Arnaz, actress

			“Spike Unleashed…is a witty, timely, no-holds-barred satirical gem, and a fun read!” 

			—Joe Piscopo, actor, entertainer, radio host

			“Spike Unleashed is not just a canny insider’s look at the wackier aspects of show business but does so with consummate humor. Spike joins Reynard the Fox, Krazy Kat, and Bugs Bunny as one of pop culture’s wry commentators.”

			—John Mariani, novelist and author of 
The Hound in Heaven and Almost Golden

			“If you’re trying to make any sense of the senseless worlds of pop culture, politics, celebrity, and social media, the hilarious adventures of Spike Unleashed are the most entertaining way to do it.”

			—Paul Provenza, comedian

			“Bill Boggs’s sequel to The Adventures of Spike the Wonder Dog, his delightful 2020 novel based on his real-life pooch, packs a wallop from start to finish. If you liked the first one, then you are going to like this even more.”

			—Tripp Whetsell, author of The Improv

			“A Comedic Tour-de-Farce! This book spoofs the entire zeitgeist, nothing is safe.”

			—Richard Baker, comedy manager/producer

			“Spike is back—and Bill Boggs has got him. America’s funniest, favoritest four-legged hero returns in a whole new set of wacky adventures, filled with another cast of crazy characters and more pithy observations from a canine point of view. Once again, Spike is up to his collar in hot water, but, as always, the wonder dog prevails.”

			—Will Friedwald, Wall Street Journal

			“Boggs and Spike have done it again!!! They’ll entertain you and make you laugh out loud in this witty and worthy satirical sequel.”

			—Neil Rosen, PBS

			“The return of Spike the Wonder Dog is welcome news! Spike Unleashed continues the tale of Bill Boggs’ tale that inverts the old saying it’s a dog’s world. To Spike, it’s a human’s world, and he lets you know. Funny, replete with comic references including the Kardashians, this is one of those rare instances where the sequel is even better than the original. Spike is an animated feature waiting to happen! Read it! You’ll bark with laughter. I mean howl!”

			—Marc Eliot, New York Times bestselling author

			“In the burgeoning field of funny show business satires told in the voice of their canine protagonists, Bill Boggs is the undisputed master.”

			—Dave Konig, three-time Emmy-winning comedian

			“Go fetch the wee-wee pads. That’s how hard you’ll laugh. In his second picaresque romp, the masterful Spike the Wonder Dog has lost none of his bite. Self-important celebutantes and self-deluded social influencers, beware—you’re no match for Spike’s silver tongue. Talk about a wag.”

			—Stephen M. Silverman, author of 
Sondheim: His Life, His Shows, His Legacy

			“Spike’s antics are a feast for your funny bone. This Bull Terrier takes no bull, and could kick Lassie and Scooby’s ass with one paw tied behind his back. Legendary TV host Bill Boggs lampoons show business, media, and fame, taking the reader on a hysterical comedic journey through the zany antics of Bud and Spike. If laughter is the best medicine, this book can cure cancer. Read it! Or I will rub your nose in it and throw you outside.” 

			—Tom Cotter, comedian
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			Dedicated to all those I’ve met somewhere along the way who’ve made me laugh—this one’s for you.





 

			 

			 

			 

			Every dog must have his day.

			 

			—Jonathan Swift





 

			 

			 

			 

			Never lose your sense of humor. 
It’s the most valued possession you have.

			 

			—howard higman, 
l.h.s., january 1959





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Warning: I got no trigger warnings for you.

			 

			—spike
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			CBS Evening News began its report on Spike the Wonder Dog this way:

			“How did three dogs and a parrot end up unsupervised on a bus to East Hampton?”





Prologue

			I got another big story to tell you. My first book was The Adventures of Spike the Wonder Dog. I did it with the help of Mr. Boggs. He’s agreed to do the same with this one.

			My master, Bud, and Mr. Boggs are great friends, and Mr. B., as people sometimes call him, is one of my closest pals, so I’d been missing him. Bud invited him to the world premiere of Florida Man. That’s the movie I was lucky enough to star in last year before things broke bad for Bud and me. The premiere was in Palm Beach, where we’d shot it with Jim Carrey, Tim Allen, Lucie Arnaz, Kate McKinnon, and Prince Harry himself as the Florida Man. Quite the cast, huh? I got single title-card billing. But enough about me. Well, not quite, or that’s the end of the book.

			Mr. Boggs wanted to see if he could write the story of these latest adventures from my perspective, like he did with our first work. Luckily, back then, we’d found a special way to connect on a dog-human telepathic path (yes, ’shrooms were involved)—and we were able to do it again. So sit back, relax, and read all about what I was able to tell him once our psilocybin pills kicked in.

			“Well, Mr. Boggs, it all began, I’m somewhat embarrassed to say…





Part One

			High Point





Chapter One

			The Parade

			…because I was hoping to meet the Kardashian.

			High Point, North Carolina, a friendly town of about 115,000 people, where I’m on morning TV with Bud, was vibrating with energy on a bright Saturday morning.

			Anticipation abounded that there would be a sighting of an actual Kardashian that crisp day, and maybe even an opportunity to glimpse a baby Kardashian that was rumored to be with her. They were comin’ to town during Furniture Week to promote a new line of extra-comfy, wide-bottomed chairs.

			“Biggest day in the history of the High Point since the Eisenhower parade after the war,” a city councilman boasted on the local news, with the young anchor nodding in agreement while trying to place the name Eisenhower.

			Bud’s family lore has it that his great-great-grandmother as a little girl saw Abraham Lincoln at a Fourth of July parade in Philadelphia. Considering the direction our country’s heading, I figured my spotting a Kardashian would be an equally prized memory for my descendants.

			The city pulled out all the stops to create a parade in her honor.

			That morning on the reviewing stand, I remembered the forgotten benefit of the pandemic’s social distancing. Bud and me were crammed in with dozens of glad-handing, grinning, elbow-bumping business leaders and so-called dignitaries. All of them seemed to be wearing leather shoes in need of polish. Dogs will always notice your shoes.

			We were standing with Mr. Lombardo, my master Bud’s boss at WGHP-TV, who’d recently been drafted to be the mayor of High Point. The two North Carolina US senators and the governor had their eyes glued on their cell phones, waiting for confirmation that they’d be able to get a valuable picture with the Kardashian for social media, or, as a fallback, at least a shot of them attempting to kiss the closely guarded baby Kardashian.

			“Desperate politicians,” Lombardo whispered to Bud. “They figure she’ll make them look hip, but if I know these guys like I do, they’ll probably be leering so hard at her body that they’ll be called out by the MeToo people eighteen seconds after the shot hits social media.”

			The Kardashian and the baby Kardashian landed with a perfect touchdown in their Zunum Agent Provocateur electric jet at the greater Greensboro airport. Bud had headed out there for an interview but turned back. “The road to the airport is so packed with people in trucks, cars, and motorcycles hoping to catch a glimpse, it looks like the traffic you see in the Woodstock documentary,” he told me.

			A little while later, they swooped into downtown High Point and landed at cordoned-off High Point Square in their Hermès Eurocopter EC 135, followed by the press corps in a rattling Vietnam-era Sikorsky with a couple of bullet holes in the damaged fuselage.

			In order for photographers to get credentials for the event, all cameras had to be equipped with Kardashian-approved instant Photoshopping software. A woman in the press corps gave Bud an eight-by-ten she’d taken of me. Other than the fact that my head looked like Pete Davidson’s, it was a fabulous shot—my tail was straighter, legs longer, waist tighter, muscles more defined. Pete’s head was the only problem.

			The High Point Enterprise described the reality star as she emerged slowly from the helicopter as “a celestial presence of voluptuous immobility in a Gucci long-sleeve tiered tulle dress holding a white wand. She was reminiscent of the Blue Fairy who grants life to Pinocchio in the classic Disney film, when she slowly pointed the wand to members of the gathered thong.”

			By the way, “thong,” that’s the word that appeared in the story—not “throng.” Nobody’s bothering much with copy editing these days.

			For her security, she was quickly fitted with a PEF—a personal electric fence, a pink crown-like device that nestled onto her head and would emit shock waves if someone entered the defensive perimeter it created around her body. The thing’s a bit like an electric dog fence, which I hate. If I’m zapped by one, the eyes cross, ears flip back, nuts vibrate, and I hafta to plunge my head into cold toilet water for relief.

			The personal electric fence was designed to be a “social distancing” device to help celebrities, and was one of the many oddities invented during the pandemic. Once the PEF overcame the problem of folks electrocuting themselves by trying to power them up at Tesla Superchargers, it became wildly successful. The PEF’s being hailed as an example of “America’s triumph of government, science, and technology in the face of COVID-19,” even though government, science, and technology haven’t been able to, well…you know what happened….

			The High Point Police Department struggled to restrain the onlookers straining to see the baby Kardashian, who was asleep in a lace-covered manger, handmade for the occasion at the Brothers of Nocturnal Emissions Monastery. Mother and baby were seated in a gleaming white vehicle with green stripes that resembled a cross between the Popemobile and Homer Simpson’s car, “the Homer.”

			Inspired by “An Illustrated History of Papal Transport,” printed on a souvenir placemat purchased at the Rome airport, Carolina Custom Cars created the thing on the chassis of a golf cart. The Simpsons-freak stoner who headed production couldn’t get the idea of Homer’s vehicle out of his mind, so we ended up with the irony of the Kardashianmobile being a merger of cartoon and religion.

			The parade began with a roar from the crowd that rattled our reviewing stand.

			The UNC marching band strode down Main Street playing the controversial new woke version of the national anthem, punched out by the unlikely collaboration of Jay-Z and James Taylor in an all-night Zoom session.

			“Not quite ballad, not quite hip-hop, not quite right,” the New York Times proclaimed in its review of the new PC anthem. “Perhaps its most relevant feature is the omission of the word ‘brave’ in the one remaining lyric line from Francis Scott Key’s original composition into ‘the land of the free and the home of the [blank],’ which allows those singing to choose the word they want to commemorate in the blank.”

			Today the huddled masses filled in by wildly sing-screaming, “Kardashians!”

			Most in the crowd were scrolling on their phones as the first float rolled by carrying local veterans of World War II. The proud old men looked like they’d rather be at home, comfortably sleeping through some black-and-white TCM movie, than squandering valuable energy waving at distracted onlookers. But wave they did, even though they weren’t quite sure why they were being hauled out for a parade when it wasn’t Memorial Day.

			Bud had interviewed a vet that morning before the parade.

			“Why the parade? Did we finally end that goddamn war in Afghanistan?” the stooped old man asked Bud.

			“Rest assured it’s over,” Bud told him. “No, this parade’s for a Kardashian.”

			“You know, young man, I actually saw five Civil War veterans in their blue Union Army uniforms in a parade in Newark in 1946,” the old soldier recalled, “and now that’s what it’s like for this crowd. Here I am, eighty years after the big one, wearing my dress blues. They cheered in ’46. Will they cheer today?”

			“I sure hope so, but things are way different now,” Bud said.

			“What’s a Kardashian?”

			“That’s what I mean,” Bud answered.

			I looked up at the old man and wagged the tail and smiled.

			“You look like Patton’s dog, Willie. Take good care of this guy,” he said, gesturing to Bud.

			I had no idea in that moment how challenging doing that was going to be for me.

			The parade barreled on, mostly with ear-splitting music being mangled by local school bands. Because of school cutbacks, the bands had never been taught how to play and march at the same time. “I’m a Yankee Doodle Dandy” seemed to morph into Taylor Swift’s “You Need to Calm Down,” all in the same three-minute song.

			The phonies on the reviewing stand were applauding the mishmash like aging rockers pushed to the limits of their endurance in the third hour of a Springsteen concert.

			Lombardo told Bud that some businesses paid a hefty sum to advertise on electronic billboards mounted on powerful Dodge RAM 3500 trucks on loan from Marty Apple’s Dodge dealership. Unfortunately, Mr. Apple forgot to fill the fuel tanks, and most of the gas-guzzling monsters ran out of gas a mile or so before the reviewing stand.

			A reporter on the scene of the truck backup said, “A huge sputtering red RAM, obviously out of gas, was blocking the path of the Kardashianmobile. It seemed with a simple flick of her wrist and wave of her wand, Ms. Kardashian had the vehicle dragged out of her way by the merry men of the Ethel Merman Marching Chorus, who sang ‘Everything’s Coming Up Roses’ as they shouldered the task.”

			One of the RAMs that did make it to the reviewing stand featured the latest scam of our old friend who calls himself “the Hebe named Zebe”—a former rabbi who’s now a town fixture as an irredeemable but lovable con man. He was pitching his new training course. The streaming billboard on the truck was flashing:

			Defend yourself against cancel culture.

			Need apologies? We’ve got sniveling ones that still won’t work.

			New identity? No problem. Just like Better Call Saul!

			Still watch Woody Allen movies? All charges dropped!

			Your opinions won’t offend people!

			Why?

			You won’t have any!

			Relax knowing:

			You won’t get called out for eating ethnic food in public again! We deliver!

			Enroll now:

			Be bland!

			I was staring at a thin man and woman holding a sign that read, “Try Veganism. Taste This Flaxseed & Chia Poster” when I smelled the High Point “Love Expert” approaching. She planted herself next to Bud, and without saying hello pulled on his arm, beg-asking, “When can I be on your show again, Bud? It’s been months.”

			I was listening to her more intensely than I cared to, because she was standing on my right paw.

			“Well…,” Bud says.

			“Your viewers need me. Have you ever done anything about vaginal dryness?” she wondered.

			“Well, maybe, actually, yes, last Thursday night, yes, I think I…,” Bud says.

			“I mean on your show, you stupid man. By the way, you need a cougar like me to tame you.”

			The “Love Expert,” Dr. Judith Kahill, was one of many locals ceaselessly bugging Bud to appear or reappear or have a friend appear, or have a competitor not appear, on his talk show.

			She was a slight, middle-aged woman who reeked of Jungle Gardenia perfume. She had a mildly questionable French accent and oddly tinted red hair. Her clothes looked dusty, as if the perfume had deposited pollen all over them.

			She proclaimed to have the power to advise people of all ages on achieving a happier, lustier love life. Her latest online certification from the Academy of Bodily Eruptions didn’t enhance her credibility, or Bud’s desire to have her return to the station after her last appearance, when she’d suddenly tried to masturbate live on the air. The moaning was nearing a Shakespearean crescendo when Bud threw to a break.

			Unfortunately, the commercial was for Jiffy Lube.

			She talks about her active sex life as if she has backbreaking sessions with a twenty-year-old bedroom mechanic six times a day. “I wonder who she’s having all this sex with,” Bud said to me after the show.

			Years later, her diary, found in a tangle of vibrator cords, would reveal that her last major category-five orgasm had occurred back in 2003, courtesy of the singer Tom Jones in the men’s room toilet stall at Elaine’s restaurant in Manhattan. Apparently, only the arrival of George Plimpton and Pete Hamill entering to take leaks while gossiping about Jackie O. caused the frenzy to cease.

			Her most recent recorded sexual encounter was in 2017, at the Rome airport Hilton. A flight attendant on the trip over, thinking she was Dr. Ruth and entranced by the celebrity of it all, arranged to meet her at her room.

			I started barking politely to get her off my foot as she rattled on with her pitch.

			“Bud, for our next TV show, we must do anal. Anal is wide open. No one’s covering it. This is an historic time in the history of the human ass,” she pitched him.

			“Dr. Kahill, please stop. A troop of Brownies is marching this way now.”

			“All the more reason for a modern broadcast about the benefits of a good old-fashioned Swedish bike ride, Bud.”

			“Repulsive, Dr. Kahill.”

			“Disappointing. I’ve always had you pegged as a tail gunner, Bud,” she said.

			I barked, serving notice that I’d like to regain control of my leg.

			“What’s wrong, Spike?” Bud asks.

			“Look, Bud, back-street sessions are very popular. Just imagine those Brownies ten years from now,” she bellows, pointing at the girls who’d stopped in front of our viewing platform. “Because of new restrictions on sex ed in schools, they won’t have learned that what was fifth base is now the new first base.”

			“OK,” Bud said, “in ten years you can be on the show discussing it, but for right now, you’re standing on Spike’s paw.”

			She moved her foot, didn’t say, “Oh, sorry, Spike,” and continued. “No, me on a show next week, Bud, me. Please, anal!” she says way too loud.

			Lombardo leans over and whispers to Bud, “Get that woman to shut up about sodomy. The Brownies are staring at her, and Ms. Kardashian is coming.”

			Cheering—rivaled only by the roar emitted out of every window in Philadelphia when the Eagles conquered the Patriots in Super Bowl LII—greeted the sight of the Kardashianmobile.

			The president of the Chamber of Commerce, walking like a man hurrying to a bathroom in the back of a restaurant, came to the microphone to introduce her.

			Several minutes later, I noticed a clenching of the Kardashian’s jaw stifling a yawn as the president finally finished reading the four pages of praise comparing her to Nobel Peace Prize recipients that he cobbled together as the city’s tribute to her.

			She floated to the microphone.

			I looked at her closely. “She’ll never age,” I thought. “She’s very beautiful, but possibly about as biodegradable as a plastic bottle.”

			The crowd gasped a huge “ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” as if a tongue depressor had just been placed in fifty thousand mouths.

			“Hello, High Point,” she said softly.

			More tongue depressor sounds.

			“They wanted to give me the key to the city, and I said no. I just want to say hello to the biggest star in town.”

			I noticed Bud’s shoulders straighten. Lombardo elbowed him like, “Wow! Bud, here you go.”

			“I want to meet…Mr.…Mr. Spike the Wonder Dog.”

			“Spike! Spike! Spike! Spike!” the crowd chanted happily.

			“That dog’s unbelievable,” Lombardo says.

			Bud wasn’t disappointed. He was happy for me, for us—the Spike-and-Bud team. I was just glad to get away from the reek of Dr. Kahill’s perfume.

			“Well, Spike, you’ve done it again. This is great. Here you go,” Bud says as we head to the small stage.

			“Hello, Bud,” she whispered into the mic. “And Spike, there you are, Spike. Come here, boy,” she commanded softly.

			I looked at her. She looked at me. I still looked at her, embarrassed that I didn’t know exactly which Kardashian this was.

			“Come here, Spike. Come here, boy. Come on.”

			“Put on a show,” was the last thing I remember thinking.

			From an all-four stance, I hopped straight into the air—one of my favorite stunts.

			The crowd roared, “Spike!”

			I ran to greet her…

			The next day, I woke up at our house. Bud told me I’d been electrocuted.

			The Kardashian’s PEF was set to “Repel Tanks”—the maximum jolt possible. Her people hadn’t had the good sense to switch the thing off before she called me to her.

			I was lying on my back, four paws to the ceiling, thinking, “What the fuck?”

			“Spike,” Bud said, “thank God you’re OK. You’ve been out of it for almost a day. I think you were hallucinating.”

			I had been. It was highly weird, and I can’t remember everything, but it was intense. What I can tell you is that I was in a giant arena. Maybe the MGM Grand Garden, some big place. It was packed with thousands of people mostly wearing red hats.

			It was some kind of live show.

			This I remember clearly: to make money for ever-mounting legal fees, Trump had signed a deal with his friend of thirty years, Geraldo Rivera, for a live TV special called Uncovering the Mysteries of Donald Trump’s Head. The concept was inspired by Geraldo’s endlessly hyped but ill-fated live special where he dramatically smashed open gangster Al Capone’s secret vault, and nothing turned out to be in the vault.

			The one-thousand-dollar pay-per-view Trump event had been created to reap a huge profit by showing the world the bald Trump. Ringside seats in the arena went for ten thousand. Trump souvenir combs sold for a hundred bucks.

			To make things as spellbinding as all of his work had been, Geraldo needed to build the drama. On the long journey to reveal DJT’s scalp, he planned to use tiny scissors to cut off strands of hair in the gale-force-wind-defying concoction.

			Trump was selling each hair for a thousand bucks, with the sixteen-inch locks from the back of his head, which are so crucial to the engineering of his comb-over, priced at three thousand because of their historic value in the history of the presidential head. Unfortunately, because of the three decades of accumulation of toxic elements from Gorilla Glue hair spray, sales of hair had been vetoed by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. The whole pile of shorn hair was to be dumped into a biohazard container, to be sent to the central depository under Yucca Mountain, where much of the nation’s highly radioactive waste is stored.

			During his entrance, Trump appeared strangely quiet, like he’d been heavily sedated backstage or was displaying yet another version of his popular “Sleepy Joe Biden” walk to amuse the crowd.

			With Senator John Fetterman flapping his long arms and soaring menacingly above the spectators like a condor in a gray hoodie, the Mike Pence Irish Dancers opened the festivities. The former VP was still not talking to Trump but was happy to showcase himself on the dance floor. He was front and center, dancing straight-backed, arms rigidly at his sides and feet flying with surprising precision as his baggy blue suit heaved up and down. His face displayed his usual no-visible-signs-of-life expression while he executed a flawless “hop jig” that segued into a rousing “Cross.” You’ll know a Cross if you’ve ever seen a PBS fundraiser. It’s the one where it looks like one knee is hiding behind the other while the dancer’s wooden clogs are splintering all over the floor.

			Since everybody had coughed up the big bucks to see the bald Trump, the next feature was a montage of photographs of famous men without their toupees or transplants. Cardi B sang “Suicide Blonde” wearing a G-string and pasties fashioned from unused N95 face masks, as the crowd gasped at shots of Ben Affleck, Elon Musk, William Shatner, Elton John, Charlie Sheen, Nick Cage, Jeremy Piven, and on and on...

			The cutting of Trump’s hair, performed by Geraldo with a tone of smarmy self-satisfaction, also went on and on. Imagine about two hours of it, with breaks only for Irish dancing. No, please, spare yourself—don’t. Let’s just get to the end and the shocking conclusion of my hallucination.

			Trump was about to rise from the table to reveal his bald pate to the world, when the plot to double-cross his pal Geraldo suddenly unfolded.

			Rudy Giuliani, who hadn’t been seen or heard from for months, much to the relief of the nation but to the detriment of MSNBC ratings, emerged from his lair waving his arms, screaming, “No, Donald, no!” to distract Geraldo. Ivanka and Don Jr. charged the stage, and muscle-bound Roger Stone tackled Geraldo and planted him on the canvas.

			Huge banners proclaiming “Fly Trump Hair” unfurled all over the arena, revealing that the logo from failed “Trump Air” had been hastily reworked with a big “H” added to “air.” The Trumps were using the spectacle to launch a business to overtake HairClub, and the former leader of the free world would serve as its bewigged pitchman.

			Ivanka fitted a Trump Hair wig on Trump’s head.

			Thousands of phone cameras flashed as Trump rose to face the crowd.

			Holding a gold mirror to his face, he said, “People are telling me I look very, very good, very good!”

			Trump resembled a Viking, or maybe Mel Gibson in Braveheart, or maybe Will Ferrell in Eurovision Song Contest (Google them), or maybe any baseball player from the ’80s with a mullet.

			Ivanka chimed in, “Fly Trump Hair. It’s real synthetic hair, factory-to-scalp fresh.”

			“They’re telling me I look great,” Trump barked. “I’m hearing I look great.” “Look great...look great” echoed around the arena.

			The last thing I remember was people hurling their new hundred-dollar combs at Trump in protest, while Rudy scurried around with a red MAGA shopping bag scooping them up them for resale outside at his small booth between a couple of trucks in the parking lot.

			Bud was stroking me, trying to rub away the electrocution marks on my stone-like head. “And guess what?” he said. “I have a little surprise for you. It’s…”

			Bud’s surprise announcement was drowned out by the annoying sound of my girlfriend Daisy’s barking, demanding me to run out to the yard and pay attention to her, even though she knew I felt like sixty pounds of burnt bacon wrapped in a dog suit. “How much more of her can I take?” I wondered.

			“A very strange thing happened yesterday when we were at the parade,” Bud said.

			“Yes, Bud, I know. That’s why my legs feel like battery cables,” I thought.

			“While we were out, someone sent us a big, very talkative African grey parrot. I’ll get him. He says he has a message for you.”

			“Why would anyone send us a parrot?” I wondered.

			Daisy kept at it, with loud, insecure barks in the pattern of an SOS, which reminded me just how threatened she was going to be if I took any time away from her to give any attention to a parrot.

			Bud opened the door, and in swooped a handsome bird with a dark gray body, red tail feathers, and white around his eyes that made it look like he was wearing bird-sized goggles. He flapped past me and landed on the windowsill.

			“Shut the fuck up!” he squawked at Daisy through the screen.

			He took off and landed on my stomach. He peered at me with his head bobbing sideways. There were yellow irises around his dark pupils.

			“I’m Herbie,” he yakked.

			I nodded slightly, the way Marlon Brando might have done in The Godfather if a parrot had presented himself asking for a service.

			“Where’s Chicago Bob?” the parrot asked.

			I raised my jaw just a touch and narrowed my eyes as if the Godfather needed more information.

			“Bad news for Spike. Bad news. Spike goin’ down. Spike dead dog,” Herbie squawked.

			While I was conjuring my most complex Godfather reaction yet, Daisy started barking again, even louder than before.

			“I’m taking Daisy back to Buffy’s. She’s out of control,” Bud told me.

			“No kidding, Bud,” I was thinkin’. “The dog’s ruled by insecurity.”

			“Dump her!” Herbie commanded.





Chapter Two

			Pillow Talk

			The next morning, I was headed to our station, WGHP-TV, with Bud ’cause I was set for an appearance on his talk show, Southern Exposure with Bud.

			I was shaky, not my usual confident, in-command self. Next time you get electrocuted, aim for two full days to recover.

			Bud told me the setting on the Kardashian’s PEF was powerful enough to overturn a Range Rover speeding into its force field at sixty miles an hour.

			The High Point Enterprise story on the incident reported, “The Wonder Dog shot into the air and tumbled in a wide arc above the crowd. He was fortunate to be caught about forty yards away by a leaping Minnie Stokes, the center for the Tar Heels, UNC’s women’s basketball team, who jumped nearly three feet in the air to grab him. Ms. Stokes stated, ‘Spike’s body felt as hot as a turkey right out of the oven.’”

			[image: ]

			She dribbled me over to Bud, who took me home. Well, not actually dribbled me, but that’s how I imagined Bud got me.

			We were set for a program that would include the Bleesdales, neighbors of ours in Thomasville, who were the subject of a recent story in TV Guide by Matt Rousch.

			“Barry and Betty Bleesdale,” it stated, “are the first known American parents intentionally to raise four children to participate in reality television shows as their life profession. Their conditioning began in the crib, as each baby was indoctrinated with streaming reality shows during all waking hours of infancy.

			“This year, all four children, plus Barry and Betty themselves, are set to audition for seventy-six different shows, ranging from Swamp Families of Newark to Teen Hookup Nightmares,” and old favorites like, “I’d Live with Goats to Be on TV. Will the Bleesdales experiment in child rearing become its own reality show? Or might Barry, Betty, and the kids seem too real being unreal to seem real? Stay tuned.”

			I was in my little doghouse on the set, not knowing what Bud would have me do but praying it did not involve electricity.

			He read a long intro of the Bleesdales, mostly culled from the Rousch column.

			“OK,” he said. “Here they are, with a little demonstration.”

			The door on our set swung open, and out first was daughter Babs. I’ve seen a lot of guests enter through that swinging door, but none with the enthusiasm of Babs.

			She charged forward in typical over-the-top reality show style, shrieking, “Oh my God! Hello, Bud!” while waving her arms over her head. Somehow she was able to hop up and down while contorting herself in a series of shimmies, shakes, and gyrations that would have knocked Simone Biles’ spine out of alignment.

			“Bud,” she gasped, looking at him like he was about to give her a rose on The Bachelor. “Bud,” she whimpered, as if she’d just been voted off the island on Survivor, “Bud,” she said, with the exact ambivalent sense of discovery she would need on Married at First Sight when she saw that the man she was about to marry weighed three hundred pounds and had substantial face and neck tattoos.

			Babs sat down.

			The rest of the family’s entrances were equally surreal.

			“Well, that was really something,” Bud said, rubbing his eyes. “Tell us a little bit about the training that went into all of this.”

			“The children have any skill set that would be required on any reality show. Over the years, the thousands of hours they’ve absorbed have conditioned them to believe that other people are selfish, petty, and untrustworthy, a fundamental worldview required on many of these shows,” Betty explained.

			“How do you and Barry feel about that?” Bud asked.

			“We’re for anything that’ll help them succeed! They speak several languages and have intimate knowledge of negotiation, deal making, and psychological manipulation and intimidation. They’re able to survive without food or water for several days, and, most importantly, considering the way these shows are evolving, the kids have a complete command of every position displayed on Pornhub,” their mother boasted.

			“The human face,” Barry added, “is capable of dozens of basic and complex expressions, which they can summon with lighting speed. Whatever the director of the reality show wants in a scene, we can deliver it on the first take.”

			“Please, Bud, let’s have a demo,” I’m thinking. “Enough with this long-winded crap. It’s evident they’re always performing, even when not on TV. I see this fake stuff in a lot of humans who’re watching too much reality TV and not enough shows with realistic good old-fashioned family values, like Family Guy.”

			“OK,” Bud said. “I’d like to see what you are talking about.”

			At last, the right question. Bud, I love you, but you’re a step slow today ’cause once again, you were up till four in the morning joy-of-sexing it with your old friend Brenda.

			I always liked Brenda, except for the fact that a while back when I wasn’t quite housebroken, she wanted me neutered, and that’s why she and Bud broke up.

			“Love me, love my dog’s balls,” he told her.

			These days we’re proud of Brenda for lap dancing her way through law school and creating High Point’s hottest new law firm, staffed exclusively by women who financed their degrees by working in the exotic services industry.

			“OK, ready, Bleesdales. Neutral,” Betty ordered, and the kids’ faces instantly looked like Westworld robots with the power turned off.

			“Here we go. Please show the expression fearfully angry…next, sadly surprised…and now, ‘Can’t find my socks.’”

			As their faces were contorting into strange grimaces, a man with obviously dyed hair and clutching a pillow barged on the set yelling, “It’s a conspiracy! I didn’t do it. I can prove it…”

			“It’s Mr. Pillows!” the Bleesdales shrieked, aware he was involved in Sleeping in Hell!—a reality series based on people trying to fall asleep a few feet away from a blast furnace at the largest steel mill in Gary, Indiana.

			Sleeping in Hell! was to be Matt Lauer’s TV comeback vehicle. So as not to trigger viewers by his presence, Lauer would be unrecognizable in a beautifully tailored thirty-pound flame-resistant hazmat suit, with a massive helmet to alter his voice. He would be billed as Scott Carter, “the Hooded Host.”

			“I couldn’t stop this pillows guy. He’s crazed,” Albert, the station security guard, explained. “Shall I call the cops?”

			“No sense risking his being gunned down. I’ll take care of this,” Bud answers.

			Mr. Pillows planted himself in front of a camera and screamed, “Yes, I did give my pillows to some high-ranking government officials as presents after the January sixth insurrection, but the rest is a conspiracy, a conspiracy! Won’t anyone believe me?”

			“Look, Mr. Pillows,” Bud explained, “I told your people, for personal reasons, I did not want you on the show to discuss all the social media reports that your pillows have—”

			“What reasons? What reasons?” Mr. Pillows interrupted.

			“I hate your pillows, Mr. Pillows,” Bud said flatly, “and as a matter of fact, so does Spike.”

			“Oh…no,” the Bleesdales gasped.

			That’s the truth. Bud ordered a pillow. After one night with it, he’d needed several spine and neck adjustments at Bernie’s Chiropractic down the street—not covered by insurance, by the way. Then he put the thing in my doghouse. It felt like I was lying on the stone beach in Nice.

			I threw the pillow into the woods. The squirrels tossed it back.

			“But it’s all not true. My pillows do not automatically record conversations during sex. This is vicious fake news.”

			“Wow,” Mr. Bleesdale said, “now there’s a show idea, kids.”

			A wild-eyed Mr. Pillows bellowed, “Someone created those recordings of Mitch McConnell grunting and groaning like a wounded moose! Jared and Ivanka are pissed. They keep kosher. On a Friday night, after a quickie, when they should’ve been observing Shabbos, they’re recorded sipping champagne and watching the Joy Reid show. Gavin Newsom’s wife won’t talk to him, even though he insists the voice on the tape praising his prowess in the sack is hers, not Senator Sinema’s.”

			“Look, Mr. Pillows,” Bud said, “from what I hear, it’s not all bad.”

			“It is bad,” he moaned. “All rumors.”

			“But how about Justice Amy Barrett, right?” Bud persisted. “First, she claimed she couldn’t remember ever having an orgasm, but then she walked it all back by saying, ‘Oh, silly of me, I forgot, yes, I always have them, and the four-alarm screaming on the recording is definitely me.’ She’s getting tons of admiring mail now, right?”

			“This a conspiracy, Bud. It’s terrible. It’s that awful QAnon group!” Mr. Pillows says, gnawing on the corner of the pillow he was clutching. “A conspiracy!”

			“But, Mr. Pillows, didn’t you always kind of support their claims?”

			“Yes, but this is about me!”

			“Albert, kindly please escort Mr. Pillows out of here.”

			“No, let me tell my side of it,” Mr. Pillows pleads.

			“Enough…. Albert, he’s gone.”

			The Bleesdales run after Mr. Pillows, hoping to audition for Sleeping in Hell!

			“Bark us to a long commercial break, Spike,” Bud orders.

			After the show, Lombardo entered the studio looking unusually curious.

			“Bud, fill me in, please. When I was coming back to the station from that cesspool of self-serving liars at City Hall, I saw a man running down the hall biting a pillow, chased by six people, screaming that you’re an asshole.”

			“Quite likely,” Bud says, “and by the way, that was no ordinary man bellowing that I’m an asshole. That was Mr. Pillows.”

			“That pillow, oh my God!” Lombardo says, painfully rotating his head. “What it did to my neck! Ugh.”

			“I know,” Bud agrees, cracking his spine.

			“Were those people chasing Mr. Pillows demanding refunds?”

			“No, they’re the Bleesdales, that reality TV family. They want an audition for Sleeping in Hell!”

			“Hold it,” Lombardo says, noticing the large monitor. “Let’s watch. I haven’t seen Brenda’s new commercial.”

			Lombardo, Bud, and me stare at a thirty-second spot for Brenda’s law firm, Wright and Wong. It was a bit like an old Baywatch promo, except it featured seven beautiful lawyers wearing matching Dolce & Gabbana peach silk satin pantsuits, running in slow motion with briefcases down High Point’s Main Street. Brenda did the VO on the tagline: “And remember, we earned our degrees the hard way.”

			“You gotta love Brenda. She may end up having lap- and pole-danced herself to the Supreme Court,” Lombardo says. “Aren’t you dating her now that you and Buffy fizzled out?”

			“Dating? Well…”

			“I’ll take that as a yes, Bud.”

			“Modern dating isn’t like it was back in your day, boss. Now, it’s about hooking up, texting photos, sharing apps, friends with benefits. And there are way more hazards. You can get yellow-carded, bread-crumbed, ghosted, bird-boxed, dial-toned, pillow-teared, or—”

			“Are condoms in your wallet still a part of it?” the boss interrupted.

			“Unfortunately, yes,” Bud said.

			“Then it is like dating back in the day.”

			At our house in Thomasville that afternoon, I was relieved Daisy wasn’t in the yard. That meant she was with Buffy at their place in Walberg, exactly 19.2 miles, around 41.3 minutes, from us. When I hear Buffy on the phone happily announcing, “I’m coming with Daisy,” that’s all the time I have to steel myself for her arrival.

			After that not-so-good year in New York City, Bud and I moved back to North Carolina. His goal was to buy the TV station with Lombardo. I was really happy that Daisy started coming over for regular visits. I was in love with her then. It had been love at first sight for us just before Bud and me departed for New York. I longed for her while I was away. When I came back and we finally could be together, it seemed too good to be true. But as I got to know her, little by little not-good stuff was happening. Now I want out.

			How do you deescalate a relationship if you’re a dog? Please send suggestions to Spike@Spikethewonderdog.com. Otherwise, I’m gonna have to figure this out myself.

			Bud was upstairs with Brenda. Herbie was preoccupied cooing at himself and dancing in front of the mirror. I curled up and fell asleep hopin’ to block my relationship woes outta my head, and I had a dream.

			I think the old brain was still recovering from electrocution, ’cause it was more intense than my usual recurring dream about taking a shower with Cher.

			This dream starts in a huge, very old theater, as a big red velvet curtain slowly begins to rise. Standing in the spotlight are long-dead dogs who were once big film stars—Toto, Lassie, Rin Tin Tin, Old Yeller, Beethoven, Marley, Air Bud, and my hero, Bodger, an English Bull Terrier like me, from The Incredible Journey.

			I’m overjoyed. These are my idols.

			OK, maybe I’ve become a little bit of a hit on TV and social media, but these are big-time movie stars—the real deal. If the ones who are still alive are living in mansions in Bev Hills, I’m way down in Orange County in a shabby two-bedroom stucco bungalow with very little landscaping, spotty Wi-Fi, and a neighbor whose biggest film credit is Dr. Joe in Nasty Nightshift Nurses.

			The stars on the stage stare at me.

			I bark hello. No response.

			They’re glancing at each other like, “OK, who’s gonna speak?”

			Very slowly, mighty Old Yeller steps forward.

			“Spike, listen to us,” Old Yeller barks.

			The dogs part, leaving an open space in the center of their lineup.

			From the rear, walking with his head high in truly commanding posture and looking freshly brushed, Rin Tin Tin strides forward.

			“Pure charisma,” I’m thinking.

			“OK, Toto,” Rin Tin Tin commands, “take it.”

			Little Toto scampers all the way to the edge of the stage and peers down at me.

			“Don’t take life too seriously, Spike. It’s all a joke.”

			They vanish. I’m alone in the theater, like Bud was the night he got high and went to see Hamilton sung by the Mormon Tabernacle Choir at City Center. Thankfully, I wake up before three hundred Mormons start rapping. My head’s still not right from that goddamn electrocution.

			“It’s all a joke, is it?” I think.

			It didn’t feel like a joke after Ike “I Got Money” Piles had me kidnapped, forced me into dogfights, and tried to freeze me to death back in NYC.

			When I open my eyes, Herbie’s staring at me. He’s eyeing me warily, squawking, “Spike goin’ down! Spike dead dog!”

			I don’t know why he’s telling me that all the time. I just want Herbie to know that he’s safe with me, ’cause let’s face it, bird-dog relationships are not always peaceful. Think about a German short-haired pointer looking ever so happy with three birds in his mouth.

			I give Herbie my biggest “hiya, pal” kind of smile and beckon him to come and stand on my head, while urging caution not to crap on the cranium.

			It doesn’t take long for me to learn about him. His ancestors were performing parrots in Africa. His real name is Feechi. He got stolen from a bar in Casablanca, where he worked insulting tourists. He’d achieved a big following. World Travel Guide said, “You haven’t been to Casablanca unless you’ve been called a ‘stupid, ugly, s-head, flip-flop-wearing, tacky American tourist’ by the infamous Feechi, the African grey parrot who works the lounge at Joe’s Place.

			Late one night, an American, part of a team of parrot-nappers, grabbed him off his perch at the bar. He got smuggled to Greenwich, Connecticut, in 2019. “Bad stuff there. Bad dude,” was all he’d say about his life in Greenwich. A couple of nights ago he fell asleep and woke up as he was being shipped here. He has no idea why. He misses a guy named Chicago Bob, who took care of him in Greenwich.

			“Bob kind man, not drunk slob singin’ ‘As Time Goes By.’ Shut up and go back to your ship, fatso,” he yaks, apparently flashing back to the happier times of his lounge act.

			I let him know that I’m still not quite myself ’cause of that little PEF incident. The slow-motion video from someone’s phone showed that I’d spun almost three revolutions a second while going sixty miles an hour for almost forty yards.

			“Top Gun, Spike!” Herbie says.

			Bud and Brenda stagger into the living room.

			“Hi, Spike. Well, our nap’s over.”

			Folks, don’t treat your dogs like children after you’ve had sex. First, the kids almost always know anyway, and second, we dogs are hip to it even before you start. Why? It has something to do with our noses.

			“What are you two doing?” Brenda asks us.

			“Buy a round for everybody! Spike goin’ down!” Herbie squawks, flying to the top of the bookcase.

			“We missed the first ten minutes,” Bud says, “so let’s put it on and have a drink.”

			Bud and Brenda settle in to watch their favorite new alt cooking show, Grillin’ and Pillin’, a program promoted as “a pain-free approach to open-fire food prep, starring opioid-loving amateur cooks who’ll entertain you in an Oxy-popping barbecuing frenzy.”

			“So what’s new at the law firm, Brenda? How are your barristers in bustiers doing this week?”

			“Brought in Destiny, a new woman, today. And she’s terrific.”

			“Background?” Bud asks. “The usual?”

			“Yes,” she says, “worked at Edna’s Foot and Rub before it closed.”

			“In the back room, the happy-ending room, I’m assuming?” Bud suggests.

			“Quite right, Bud. She was known as the girl with the golden grip, and all the while studying at Duke Law and writing for the law review.”

			“Brenda, I’ve been wonderin,’ all your lawyers were in some form of adult entertainment to finance their educations. That’s cool, but what if a former client needs legal work, and he’s embarrassed when he recognizes Destiny from giving him hand jobs back in the day? What does she say?”

			“Good news, sir, my hourly rate’s lower now.”

			Bud explodes in laughter.

			“The release that gives you peace!” Herbie squawks, zooming around the room.

			“The image problem is good and bad for us,” she says, looking at me as if I’m more interested in the challenges of her legal firm than having dinner. “We’re a full-service law office, but we can’t help getting sex cases thrown at us.”

			I drift off to sleep as she’s talking about how they’re planning “the Alzheimer’s Defense” to get immunity for the Silver Bangers Senior Sex Club members who were arrested during a group grope in front of Monkey Island at the North Carolina Zoo.

			“We’re going to contend they thought they were deep in the forest, not on the viewing platform of the monkey habitat,” she explains.

			The next morning, I see the story and picture in the High Point Enterprise about Mr. Pillows and the Bleesdales:

			Family snoozes on Main Street auditioning for Sleeping in Hell!—new TV venture from Mr. Pillows

			“The program will feature my pillows, a blast furnace, and an amazing new talent named Scott Carter,” Mr. Pillows told our reporter while chewing a pillow. He claimed no knowledge of the liaison between Jake Tapper and Tucker Carlson alleged in the most recently released “Pillow Talk” recording.

			“Tuck, and maybe Jake, are fine Americans, not the gay sinning type,” Pillows said, before immediately walking back that statement by explaining that he loved gay people but just not in a gay-sinning-kind-of-love way.”

			When word of his remarks circulated on social media, shares of Mr. Pillows Class A stock plunged 80 percent. Reached for further comment on his comments, Mr. Pillows said, “I love gay people in a way that a man who makes the fine pillows gays use while sinning loves people.”

			After trading on his stock was halted, a spokesperson for Mr. Pillows attempted to clarify his remarks: “Mr. Pillows did not intend to imply that homosexuals were sinners. He meant to explain that he loves all gay people but just not in a perverted kind of gay way. He’d like the gay community to know that he visited Provincetown on a book tour, but quickly left afterward.”

			Later that day, at the station, it was time for one of Lombardo’s weekly meetings to outline objectives and accomplishments. Bud took me ’cause he said Lombardo had me on the agenda.

			“OK,” Lombardo says, “is everyone present?”

			“Yes,” Buffy, the coproducer of our show, responds, “there are the four of us as usual, plus Spike today. Bark if you’re awake, Spike.”

			“Very funny,” I think, sitting there in stony silence.

			“I’m going by the book here, Buffy. First order of business was attendance. Now, second, you all have your agendas. Take a few minutes and study them,” Lombardo says.

			“There are just three words on the page,” Mike Stevens, the news director, says.

			“I intend to run this meeting in an orderly fashion, Mike. I had a Zoom Vistage CEO meeting this week, and the speaker took three hours of my valuable time going over the most finite points of how to run a meeting. I have his seventy-three-page manual in front of me.”

			“Three hours?” Bud asks. “Wouldn’t you have been better off golfing?”

			“I don’t see ‘golfing’ among the three perfectly spaced words under new or old business, Bud.”

			“Er, OK,” Bud says. “Well, give us a few more minutes, then, to fully study the three words: ‘Sale,’ ‘Spike,’ ‘Telethon.’”

			“Shut up, Bud,” Lombardo says, laughing. “I just wanted to have some fun trying that highly paid speaker’s bullshit out on you.”

			He tosses the meeting training booklet at me.

			“Spike, see if you can chew this organizational double-talking sophistry into a giant ball of slimy unrecognizable pulp before this meeting is over,” the boss commands me.

			“Easy,” I think. “The old jaw muscles that kept me alive defending myself after I was abducted in New York have been gettin’ daily workouts demolishing old phone books stored in the basement of our rented house.”

			“OK,” Lombardo says. “First, the sale of the station. Bud, your funds and mine are in separate Wachovia accounts earning the current James Bond interest rate of point zero zero seven, and we will need a small loan on top of that to even attempt to buy the station. However, now I’m hearing from his lawyer that Sol “The Old Swede” Silverman, who owns WGHP, is saying he may have some big, new, exciting long-range plans for the station’s future.”

			I’m curious about his long-range plans, because the last time I saw Sol “The Old Swede” Silverman, he was asleep with his mouth wide open, being wheeled slowly across the station’s lobby by Ruth, his shapely nurse.

			“But, boss, The Old Swede’s a hundred and one years old,” Bud says.

			“A hundred and two years old, actually, and guess what? It gets worse. His daughter—”

			“You mean Shoshana ‘The Old Swede’s Daughter’ Silverman?” Buffy asks.

			“That is, unfortunately, what I believe her father’s insisted she be called since birth, and yes, that would be his only daughter and, importantly, sole heir,” Lombardo says.

			“Wait a minute, isn’t she a hard-core meth addict? The Enterprise did a thing on her. She’s supposed to live somewhere in the woods near Hagan Park,” Bud says.

			“Yes, and I’ve heard that she only has a couple of teeth and looks like she could star in The Dead Don’t Die. They say she spends all her time taking apart TV sets she finds in dumpsters,” Lombardo explains.

			“Didn’t she fall asleep in a dumpster and have to be dug out of the Greensboro landfill?” Mike asks.

			“Excavated, Mike, excavated,” Lombardo answers. “She was excavated by an extremely large backhoe. Afterwards, she refused a shower and ran off into the night singing ‘The Gypsy in my Soul.’”

			“One of the few songs recorded by both Doris Day and Van Morrison,” Mike blurts. “Her version is—”

			Lombardo interrupts, “We are all aware of your love of Doris Day, Mike. We see the ten-minute birthday tribute on our news broadcast each year, but not now, please. So to get to it, folks, her loving father, Sol ‘The Old Swede’ Silverman, who has already spent thousands of dollars on the finest rehab clinics for her, is suddenly convinced that her newfound passion for television in the form of dismantling TV sets means—”

			“No,” Bud says. “No.”

			“If I may finish, Bud. It means that he is convinced that maybe his daughter Shoshana ‘The Old Swede’s Daughter’ Silverman could run this station.”

			The only sound in the room is that of my page-chewing, as I’m wondering, “Why, humans, why?”

			“Her father wants his daughter captured—”

			“Likely using nets,” Bud interjects.

			Lombardo shoots Bud his sarcastic “Be kind, or at least fake it like Ellen DeGeneres always did” look, but then remembers rumors that Ellen sometimes did use nets on her staff, and continues.

			“Now, because The Old Swede is unfortunately naive enough to believe every word that ever came out of Dr. Oz’s mouth, he’ll put her on some nutritional program purported to cure meth addiction, insomnia, spastic colon, and make skin tags fall off on weekends.”

			“So?” Mike asks.

			“The sale is on hold.”

			“Shit!” Bud yells.

			“Not an inappropriate comment, Bud. So what do you think about this good news, team?” Lombardo asks.

			“Que sera, sera,” Mike sings.

			“Not exactly what we were figuring,” Buffy says.

			“You continue to be the mistress of understatement, Buffy,” Bud says. “This is complete nonsense.”

			As I start choking uncontrollably after swallowing a large chunk of the booklet, I see Bud’s eyes close, the way they do when he’s trying to formulate something.

			“But,” Bud asks, “how do we turn this negative into a positive?”

			“That dog appears to be choking to death,” Lombardo says.

			“Oh…right, let me get Spike out of here before he throws up on the rug. I gotta think this over.”

			“OK, Bud, Buffy, Mike, fifteen-minute break,” Lombardo declares.

			“Want to hear ‘The Gypsy in my Soul?’” Mike asks Buffy.

			“Van Morrison lost me at ‘Wavelength,’” she says, “I’m gonna make a couple of calls.”

			“Keep this quiet,” Lombardo cautions.

			“No one would believe me anyway,” Buffy says.

			Out on the sidewalk, Bud has to thrust his hand halfway down my throat to dig out the chapter I swallowed on meeting etiquette.

			We’re headed toward the High Point town square, the place where a couple years back, I was the star attraction in the Hebe named Zebe’s illegal Christmas show. The mayor’s raid closed it down. They arrested Zebe. I got shot by a tranquilizer dart but escaped. It’s in the first book. I only mention it ’cause I haven’t been back to the square since, and it popped into my mind.

			“Thinking, Spike. I’m thinking,” Bud says.

			I’m thinking, too, Bud. I’m thinking you’re walking way too fast for me to stop and take a much-needed emergency dump. Humans, please note, if you need digestive assistance, there’s enough roughage in a seventy-five-page booklet to assure you lusty bowel movements for a week.

			The park’s deserted. Bud sets up and goes through some of his karate moves to get focused. He started on martial arts in third grade and kept going as a hobby.

			As he’s executing a run of stances, punches, and blocks, I’m relieving myself of something shaped like the thing with a tire company’s name on it that hovers over stadiums.

			He sits
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