Homer's Odyssey – by Burt Barrows
Ch Rachek's Homerian Hero, call name Homer, was bored.  The big, 81 lb., chow chow had just won BOB,  meaning Best of Breed, but that was old stuff to him.  He was now three years old and had been winning ribbons since he was a puppy.  Angela Rachek, his owner, held him close to her knee while they snapped pictures.  He was so accustomed to the flashing  that he didn't give it a thought.  Angela, flushed and happy at the thought of hanging yet another ribbon over his crate, held him on the short leash, hidden so it wouldn't show up in the pictures.  She was ecstatic, and not just because the stud fees would increase with this win, but because it was Homer, the pride and foundation of her kennel, Raychek's Aegean Kennels.  Angela was a romantic and had shed many a tear over poor Helen's plight.

With Homer snug in his crate, Angela gathered up the paraphernalia that went into showing a dog, the comb and brush, the baby powder, the spray bottle filled with water, the now soggy towel to wipe the fur under his chin (chows drool a lot).  She was beginning to regret her commitment to Mrs. Wappelhorst over in Riverdale.  She would much prefer to drive straight home and show Rodney and the kids Homer's new ribbon, but Angela was a person of her word, and she had given Mrs. Wappelhorst her word.  She sighed, finished loading the stuff, along side Homer's crate, into the Blazer and started off.  Riverdale was only a place on the map to her and as she turned on to Highway 12, headed for Riverdale, she wished, once more, she had never told Mrs. Wappelhorst she would come by.

Mrs. Wappelhorst had a chow chow, Tina, Hardaway's Concertina Medley, of whom she was, to put it mildly, very fond.  She was convinced that Tina was not only the most beautiful chow in the world, but that Tina would be the matriarch of a long line of chow chow champions.

After reading about Homer in The Breeder's Review, she had decided that Homer was a suitable mate for Tina and had called Angela to find out what had to be done to get the two together.  Angela, after checking Tina's antecedants, had been receptive and agreed to provide sperm for an artificial insemination.  Mrs. Wappelhorst knew nothing about Artificial Insemination and Angela quickly realized that AI wasn't going to work.  Checking her calendar, she discovered that she was scheduled, two weeks later, for a dog show in Oakville, only 31 miles from Riverdale. She had agreed to bring Homer to Riverdale for the breeding.

Homer, in his crate in the back of the Blazer, was sleeping.  To understand Homer you have to know something about show dogs.  To the casual observer at a dog show they look like pampered pets.  To some extent they are, but they're a lot more than that.  The casual observor might also think they are hyper and temperamental.  That they are not!  Show dogs are chosen for the ring when they are small puppies.  They are chosen for physical conformance to very rigid breed standards, but physical conformance is just the start.  A show dog must be highly socialized, meaning he has to feel at ease among people and other dogs.  A show dog is, generally speaking, about as laid back as an animal can get.  He has to accept handling by strangers, having judges open his mouth or examine his private parts.  He has to sit, stand, run or walk on command.  All other things being equal, the successful show dog must have personality.  He must know what pleases judges and what displeases them.  He is a crowd pleaser.  Homer was that kind of dog.

In Riverdale, Angela stopped and asked directions to the address Mrs. Wappelhorst had given her.  Five minutes later she pulled into the driveway.  It was hard to tell who was more excited, Mrs. Wappelhorst or Tina.  Both watched intently as Angela pulled Homer's crate to the rear of the station wagon and opened the door. Homer stepped out, every inch a champion.  His red-gold coat coat glowed, almost with an inner light, His huge head and flowing mane were 

majestic.  Mrs. Wappelhorst stood in silent awe.  Tina  yipped in excited anticipation.  Homer stepped out of the crate, stretched and, with grace not consistent with his size, jumped off the tailgate onto the ground.  Tina, nose to nose, welcomed him.  Homer accepted her greeting with dignity.

Leaving Homer with Tina, Angela spent that night at the Riverdale Lodge.  Early the next morning she drove up to the Wappelhorst home.  When she arrived there was a police car in front of the house.  Alarmed, she parked behind the police car and walked up the driveway.  Mrs. Wappelhorst was in front of  the garage crying and Tina, whimpering, was at her side. A big burly police officer, with a notepad in his hand, was trying, without much success, to find out what had happened.  When Mrs. Wappelhorst saw Angela, she let out a wail and Angela's heart sank.  Something had happened to Homer!  She had to know.

"What has happened?"  Her only answer was a long wail.  She looked at the officer and he said,  "I really don't know ma'm.  There seems to be a dog missing, but other than that I haven't been able to get much information."  The only dog that could be missing was Homer and Angela quickly gave the officer a description.  

In the next two hours there were several clues, but none that turned up useful information.

Chief Wibur Wright (no relation to the famous brothers), of the Riverdale Police Department, personallly took over the investigation. About  noon Angela, sitting by the phone at the Riverdale Lodge, answered a knock on the door.  When she opened it she saw an attractive young (Prunella looked much younger than her 35 years) blonde, who reached out and said. "I'm Prunella Pitts, Mayor of Riverdale, and I just stopped by to tell you that we are doing everything possible to find your dog."

Angela, who had, up to that point, maintained her cool, lost it.  Sobbing, she told the Mayor, how much Homer meant to her and what a blow it would be to her plans if she lost him. 

Prunella comforted her, assuring her that Homer would be found, that Riverdale's Peace Officers were the best in the state and that, with Chief Wright taking personal charge of the investigation, 

Homer would be found for sure.  Angela's grief subsided and she relaxed, comforted by Prunella's calm assurance.  Neither would have been so calm if they had known that Homer, at that very moment, was sleeping peacefully in the back of a station wagon just across the street.

Tina had proved very interesting to Homer and he had done his job well.  After the encounter, Tina had retired to her blanket in a corner next to the stairs leading to the back porch.Homer, in new surroundings, had decided to explore.  At the small gate separating the driveway from the back yard, he found that the gate, pushed from the inside, had a sufficient 

amount of play in it for a small dog to get through.  Homer was not a small dog and, after several failed attempts to get through the gate, he gave up and continued to check out the yard.  In the back corner of the yard, behind the garage, he found a loose picket.  This interested him and he started playing with it.  At first he chewed on it, but that approach yielded nothing but splinters.  He started working it with his front paws.  Suddenly the picket gave way.  Two minutes later Homer was on the street.

What happened next, and the sequence in which it happened, is anybody's guess.  Putting bits of information together, much later, the Riverdale Police decided that he had somehow found his way to the boy scout camp.  No longer used by the boy scouts, the park had been taken over by the city and was now operated as an RV Park.  Homer had apparently entered the camp site in the early morning hours,  Tired and ready to go to sleep he had entered the tent where the two young Price children were sleeping, curled up next to ten year old Donald Price and had gone to sleep. 

Donald, half awake and half asleep, had put his arm over Homer and  when Mrs. Price entered the tent the next morning, that was the way she found them.  Helen, the twelve year old, awakened just as Mrs. Price entered the tent.  Seeing Homer, she threw her arms around him and 

that awakened Donald.  He reached over to touch him and Homer licked his hand. Donald was delighted and, throwing back the covers, jumped up.  Homer stood up, facing the back wall of the 

tent. Mother and the kids couldn't believe what happened next.  Homer jumped, all four feet off the ground, turned in the air like a ballet dancer, and came down facing Mrs. Price, standing in the door of the tent.  The children were delighted, laughing and clapping their hands.  

Mrs. Price shook her head, patted Homer and told them that breakfast would be ready in five minutes.  When she told her husband about the exhibition, he commented that the dog was probably part of performing troup or circus. He looked at his watch. 

"We have to leave before noon if we're going to get home before dark and we don't have time to go around looking for this dog's owner." Now Mrs. Price was upset.

"I know, dear, but this dog isn't a stray.  I'm sure his owner must be very worried."

"Does he have a name tag on his collar?"  Mrs. Price hadn't thought about that and went back to the children's tent to check it out.  Homer didn't have a collar because show dogs only wear collars in the ring since wearing a collar all the time marks their coats.

She returned a few minutes later, followed by the two children, the big red chow between them.  The children had bacon and eggs and toast.  Homer had the remnants of last night's dinner which disappeared quickly.  He looked at Mrs. Price expectantly.  "He's still hungry," she exclaimed and, taking a piece of bacon off her plate, held it up in the air.  The big chow was on his hind feet instantly and effortlessly.  Even Mr. Price laughed at that and Mrs. Price went to the 

grill and cooked cooked him bacon and eggs.  When she put them on one of her dinner plates and set it down in front of the dog her husband snorted in disgust.

"For crying out loud, Lorna, do you have to feed him like an honored guest?"  She smiled pleasantly.  "He is an honored guest, dear!  Just look at him.  This has to be a very special dog."  Mr. Price grudgingly looked at Homer and had to admit, "he's a good looking dog."  He had planned to do some fishing before packing up to leave, but decided they might as well pack up now.  They could stop in town, find the dog's owner and be on their way.  When he told them to start packing,, the two children were excited.

"Are we going to take him with us, Daddy?"

"Only as far as Riverdale.  We'll drop him off there and be on our way."  The response to this was a loud wail from both children.

"Can't we keep him?  Please, Daddy, let us keep him."  He looked at them, then at the dog and almost said yes.  Then reality set in.  "No way!  I suspect that this is a very valuable dog and the owner is probably frantic to find him."  He was right on both counts, but would never have believed how valuable the dog really was.  He set them to packing and an hour later they were on their way.

He pulled the old station wagon up in front of the drugstore across the street from the Riverdale Lodge.  Telling his wife and children to stay in the car, he went in and talked to the pharmacist.  There was one other customer in the store.  The pharmacist didn't remember anybody in town who owned a chow, but the customer reminded him that Mrs.  Wappelhorst had a chow, a very fancy one.  Mr. Price, excited, asked how to get to Mrs. Wappelhorst's house.  They gave him directions and he started to leave the store, then turned back to ask a question.  As he turned back into the drugstore he saw an attractive blonde get into the Chevy Caprice he had parked behind and drive away.  He asked his question, 

"Is Mrs. Wappelhorst's dog a big red male?"  They told him that her dog was a cream colored female.  He asked where the local animal shelter was.  They told him the County Dog pound was over in Weirton, sixty miles away. 

Back in the station wagon, with Homer sitting in the back seat between the two children, he took out his map and looked up Weirton.  It was not only sixty miles away, it was in the opposite direction from the way they were going.  They decided to head for home  The children were delighted.  They had already named their new companion Chester, a  name that would have horrified Angela, but that seemed acceptable to Homer. Mr. Price started to pull away from the curb, but stopped long enough to let a Riverdale police car go by.  It was Officer Knowles 

looking for Homer.  He couldn't possibly know that he had just driven past the dog he was looking for. 

Bobby Ambrose, the former Mayor's son, had been hired by the city to manage, mostly meaning maintain, the RV Park that had been the Boy Scout camp.  Bobby was not exactly sharp but he worked cheap.  They paid him ten dollars a week plus he got half the fees they charged for camping in the park.  That morning, Bobby had driven out to the park as usual, passing the Price's, driving into town, on the way.  They had paid their fee and he had no reason for stopping them.  At the park he went about his duties, cleaning up the camp sites, sweeping out and replenishing supplies in the restrooms.  There were only three parties, in addition to the Prices, occupying the camp grounds, and they were fishing upriver.  Bobby got back to town about 3 that afternoon.  He soon found out about the search for a missing dog, but had no reason to associate the missing dog with his departed guests. It was Prunella who came up with the first concrete clue as to what had happened to Homer.

Howard Wills, the pharmacist, had phoned that morning to tell her the Elizabeth Arden 8 Hour Cream she had ordered was in.  Shortly before noon she had driven to the pharmacy to pick it up.  As she was getting out of the car she thought of the lady who had lost the chow waiting for 

news at the Lodge across the street.  On an impulse, she crossed the street and entered the Lodge, not seeing the old white station wagon that had pulled up behind her car in front of the drug store.  After talking to Angela she had completely forgotten the Elizabeth Arden Cream.  A couple of hours later she remembered it and decided to drive down and get it while it was still on her mind.

Howard greeted her and handed her the package containing her cream.  As she was paying for it he asked her what all the excitement was about.  One of his customers had told him the police cars were cruising all over town but didn't know what they were looking for, figuring maybe a criminal was loose in town.  Prunella laughed.

"Nothing that dangerous, Howard.  They're looking for a prize dog that's lost."  She saw the look on Howard's face and said , "Howard, you don't..........?"  He nodded and told her about the man who had come in that morning looking for someone who had lost a dog.  She remembered seeing the station wagon when she had left after talking to Angela and asked,

"Did you get his name?"  Howard shook his head.  "Did he mention where he was going?"  

He hadn't.  Disappointed, she started to leave when the pharmacist said, "His station wagon was loaded with camping gear.  Maybe he was coming from the boy scout camp."  Prunella knew how to find the answer to that and left to look for Bobby Ambrose.

It didn't take long to find out that the station wagon belonged to a Robert Price and that their home address was out of state.  Knowing where they were headed, Chief Wilbur Wright (no relation to the famous brothers) dispatched Officer Knowles to try to intercept them.  If they had stopped for lunch there was a good chance he could overtake them before they crossed the state 

line.  He was instructed to return to Riverdale if he had not intercepted them by the time he got to the state line.  He was authorized to go Code1, using red lights and siren, if necessary.  

   
The Prices had stopped for lunch, but not by choice. Five miles before they got to

Oakville the needle on the temperature gage started rising.  Bob Price, who had nursed the old station wagon along for ten years, said "Damn!" under his breath.  By the time they got into Oakville it was steaming.  He pulled into the first service station he saw, a lucky break.  They had a mechanic who lifted the hood, told Mr. Price to turn off the engine and let it cool. The mechanic and Mr. Price agreed it had to be the water pump and Artie, the name, embroidered on his coveralls,  phoned an auto parts store to find out if they had a water pump for a 1989 Oldsmobile Custom Cruiser.  They did and told Artie they would send it right over.  

Faced with waiting an hour for the car to cool down sufficiently to be worked on and another hour for the pump replacement, they decided to have lunch.  While the discussion with Artie was going on, Donny and Helen had let 'Chester' jump down from the station wagon and had taken him over to a narrow strip of lawn and shrubs adjoining the station.  They didn't have a leash, but really didn't need one since the big chow followed wherever they went and obeyed instantly when they told him to "sit" or "stay."  The family, with Homer trailing along behind them, went across the street to a small diner, where they were told that there was a city odinance
that prohibited dogs, other than seeing eye dogs, in restaurants.

Both children refused to go into the resaurant without 'Chester.'  The impasse was solved when Mrs. Price suggested they go back to the station and ask Artie if Chester could stay in the office while they ate.  Artie agreed and they told Homer they would bring him a hamburger.  He curled up under the counter and went to sleep.  About fifteen minutes later a blue Blazer pulled into the station and the driver, a young man with bright red hair, got out and gassed up.  After gassing up he went into the office to pay for the gas.  The young man asked Artie if he could use the bathroom and Artie handed him the key, telling him the bathroom was around back.  The driver went back to the Blazer, took the key out of the ignition and, leaving the car door open, went around to the back of the station.  

The door to the office was left open, Artie having forgotten the dog was there. Homer got up, stretched, investigated the inside of the little office and found the door open.  Outside, he saw 

the Blazer, a model very similar to Angela's.  He ran across to the car, jumped into the driver's seat and over the back of the seat into the back where he curled up and went back to sleep.  The red headed man came out, got into the Blazer and drove away, unaware that he had acquired a 

passenger.  An explanation is required to understand what happened next.  Chows snore, and Homer was no exception.  

Halfway to Riverdale the driver of the Blazer became aware of a noise.  It was a rythmic sound and didn't quite sound mechanical, but he figured it must be coming from the car.  Not being able to identify the sound and worried as to what it might portend, he pulled over to the side of the road and, leaving the engine running, raised the hood.  He no longer heard the sound 

and got back into the car.  The sound had stopped.  He shook his head and put the car into gear.  At that point something wet and warm washed over his cheek.  Startled he turned his head to find himself nose to nose with a big red, smashed in looking face.  He let out a shriek, slammed on the 

brake to bring the slowly moving car to a halt.  In doing so it catapulted Homer into the front seat and for the next few minutes the front seat was a tangled mess of man and chow.

Meanwhile, back in Oakville, the Prices had finished lunch and, true to their promise, were bringing  a hamburger back for 'Chester,' but  'Chester' was nowhere to be found.  Artie had started to work on the water pump so Mr. Price, more to keep the children quiet than anything 

else, agreed to search the neighborhood.   Mr. Price, with Donald, went in one direction.  Mrs. Price and Helen went the other.  They agreed to meet back at the station in a half hour.  A half hour later, with both children crying, they assembled at the station.  Artie had finished installing the water pump so Mr. Price paid him and they all got into the station wagon, the children under protest.  Secretly relieved at the turn of events, Mr. Price pulled out of the station and headed for home.

He was about five miles out of Oakville when he heard the siren, looked into the rear view mirror and saw the flashing red lights coming up behind him.  Like a good citizen, he pulled over to let the police car pass.  The police car didn't pass.  Instead it pulled up behind him and a police officer got out, leaving his red lights flashing.  Mr. Price, thinking perhaps he had gone through a 

stop sign without seeing it, rolled down the window and asked the approaching officer what was wrong. 

"May I see your driver's license, sir?"  Mr. Price pulled out his wallet, extracted his driver's license and handed it to the officer, again asking what was wrong.  The officer didn't answer him, but took the license back to the patrol car, got into the front seat and they could see him talking on the radio.  It seemed an awful long time, but was actually only a few minutes when the officer returned and handed Mr. Price his license.  His next statement brought enlightenment.

"Sorry for the inconvenience, Mr. Price, but we are looking for a dog and thought you might know where he is."  An instant clamor arose from the children in the back seat and Mrs. Price shushed them.  Mr. Price answered the Officer.

"I wish I did. Officer, but we lost him back in Oakville," and he told him the whole story. 

Officer Knowles, after hearing what had happened, went back to the car and informed Chief Wright. what had happened.  The Chief started to answer and Knowles heard loud noises in the backgroud.  The Chief told him to hang on a minute.  A few minutes later he spoke again.

"The dog is here in the station.  Apologize to Mr. Price and come back to the station."  He didn't explain further, so Knowles hung up the microphone and returned to the Price's car.

"It's all right sir.  You're free to leave."  That might have satisfied Mr. Price, but Mrs. Price and the children weren't willing to settle for that.  Mrs. Price spoke up.

"What about the dog, Officer?  Is he all right?"  Officer Knowles shook his head,

"Far as I know, Ma'm.  He's back at the station.  That's all they told me." He started to return to his car, but Mrs. Price spoke up again."

"We have become rather attached to the dog.  If I give you  our phone number, will you call, collect of course, and let us know when you find out more?"  Officer Knowles wasn't at all sure that Chief Wright would approve, but the pleading looks in three sets of eyes were too much.  He wrote their phone number in his book and agreed to let them know.

Back at the station he found out what had happened.  While he and the Chief were talking a blue Blazer had driven into the parking lot.  The driver, followed by Homer, had come into the station where Angela and Prunella were waiting anxiously for the call from Knowles.  Angela and Homer saw each other at the same instant.  Angela was both  laughing and crying while hugging Homer who was covering her face with wet kisses.  Prunella found herself on her knees hugging Homer.  For her it was love at first sight.  

The young red headed man looked at his watch and decided it was time to go.  He was gone before they realized he was leaving and and they didn't have chance to thank him or find out what had happened.  Homer was back, with no sign of being the worse for his adventures and that was what was important to all concerned.  Officer Knowles tore the Price's phone number out of his book and handed it to Prunella, telling her about his promise to call.  She took the number and said she would call them.

About fifteen minutes later she came back from making the phone call.  She had told the Prices all about Homer, his background and about Mrs. Wappelhorst and Tina.  They had insisted that she give Mrs. Wappelhorst their name and phone number because they wanted one of Tina's 

puppies.  Officer Knowles grinned at this, "You must have been talking to Mrs. Price."  Prunella looked surprised.

"No, I talked to Mr. Price.  He was quite positive about wanting one of Homer's puppies."

