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Lou’s last meal was a sirloin fed to him on the day of his passing. He couldn’t walk anymore but he could still eat, that big-hearted dog, the steak flagging from his jaws like bloody treasure. The sanctity of food: eat through the pain—that’s dog law.


During his sixteen years he battled coyotes and kidnapers, charmed babies and soothed the sick and elderly. He caught rapists, foiled robberies, graced the cover of a book, taught sign language to kids, and peed on knights in shining armor. Lou’s intellect and abilities won me a life-changing job, which led to my sitting here now writing about him. He danced with wolves, herded sheep, charmed snakes and celebrities, won contests, climbed mountains, got kidnaped, and mastered a vocabulary bigger than that of some people I know. Lou redefined what it meant to be a great dog and a bona fide hero. Four years later I can still smell him, still hear his collar jingle, still see his movie-star mug looking up at me. Lou deserved that sirloin and a thousand more. I miss him more than I can say.


In my twenty years as a trainer and pet behaviorist, I have met thousands of dogs. Labs with country sweetness in their eyes, terriers with something to prove, Italian greyhounds with matchstick legs. Careful toys, thoughtful hounds, cowards, gastronomes, loudmouths, heroes, athletes, couch potatoes—I’ve known so many. But among them all, Lou had the most soul.


He’d come out of the woods, where, like the first dogs, he’d learned the real meaning of survival. I’ve often entertained the notion that Lou sometimes held a quiet disdain for all the “home grown” dogs he’d met, silly, self-absorbed pets who’d never known a day of hardship or self-reliance, and who’d never get the chance to show their true mettle. If he ever did, though, he’d been too polite to mention it.


I’d taken him from his family and his first home, and though I knew it had been the right thing to do, I can’t help thinking sometimes that he’d missed them terribly, and that he’d let infatuation get the best of him, as it had of me.


But his loss was our gain, a thousandfold. Ask anyone who’d known him for more than twenty seconds and they’ll tell you that they wanted to be with him, wanted his Garbo eyes on them. You imagined him of Narnian design, not some mangy mutt scooped up off a road in rural California.


Though known for my pet-care manuals, I rested my prescriptive pen to write this book, a book about an exceptional dog who touched so many lives, a real-life Rin Tin Tin. He was an extraordinary friend who allowed me to publish eighteen books and scores of Web and magazine articles. Lou, a dog who came so far and was good at so many things, who acted with aplomb, brilliance, and savoir faire. You saw his gears turning and understood that he was mulling things over, weighing, deciding. Lou was a thinker—the kind of dog that trainers love to work with. He could have been a movie star, a soldier, a coach, a judge—anything he’d wanted, if only he’d been born with fewer legs and more thumbs. But he went with what he had, and in so doing changed my life and the lives of many others. This is his story, and mine. It is the story of a real American hero.
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Rotties, Roadkill, and the Canine Cartel


 


Black topcoat hairs and tufts of downy undercoat lay in the corners of our home, in the periphery, like ghosts. The black hairs were odorless but his undercoat still held scent, and I’d lift some of him up to my nose and be back in the mountains with him, listening to coyotes or owls, or to mice nibbling on the tent fly. In death he had spoken to me in a way he knew I would best appreciate. His smell, still there in the carpet, side-stepped my brain and went straight for the heart, where the memories are.


The essential crime committed against all dog owners is born of the love we hold for them, which, like the love of a child, runs deep. No parent should have to bury a child, they say, but that is what we dog owners must do, not once but time after time, throughout our lives. While we remain unchangeable to their sweet eyes, they run from birth to the grave in an instant of our own measure. They burn like kindling, and though we know we can never replace one dog with another, we keep trying, in hopes of reviving hints of some great dog gone by. No; they are not children we bury. But dogs like Lou come close. They come very, very close.


Highway 101 sweeps north into the small Mendocino County town of Willits, California, gateway to redwood country, home to vineyards and fast rivers, and to the resting place of Seabiscuit, the great racehorse. And it is where I found Lou, the greatest dog I have ever known.


In 1986, teaching degree in hand, I packed my Civic and left the grit of Queens for the glitz of Los Angeles. Upon arriving, I renewed an old fascination with dogs, one I’d first nurtured in childhood. Living in a one-bedroom New York tenement with my parents and brother, I’d asked for a dog but had gotten only a pale blue parakeet named Chipper, a bitter bird who’d bend apart the bars of his cage and escape, to strafe our heads and scream his discontent.


In Los Angeles I read scores of books about breeding, training manuals, and pet magazines until I fancied myself a bookish “authority.” I thought I was ready for a dog of my choosing. Then chance changed the course of my life, and the lives of so many others.


My girlfriend Nancy and I took a few December days off, packed the car, and drove up Highway 101 toward Northern California. The entire West Coast had fine weather; we took our time, often detouring over to the coast in places to enjoy the scenery.


North of Ukiah, in Mendocino County, the highway snaked through the countryside. Halfway through a long, right sweeper, we spotted furry shapes porpoising up a steep grassy hill, toward the tree line above.


“Puppies!” said Nancy. We pulled over onto the wide shoulder and got out.


On the crest of the hill a half-dozen dogs scampered for the cover of trees; midsized, dark-coated mutts with shepherd looks, tongues flagging, teeth bright in the sun.


“Five, six months old,” I said, suddenly aware of a much larger creature lying by the shoulder ahead, half hidden in the grass. An enormous Rottweiler, he basked in the sun like a Dakota buffalo, his black-and-tan coat dusted with dirt. And in his mouth rested the tawny snout of a limp, road-killed deer.


“Don’t go near him,” I said, the deer’s snout crunching like a carrot stick in his jaws.


“Not a chance,” Nancy said, more interested in the puppies, who had a lithe, black, shepherd mix with them, perhaps their mother.


The Rottweiler gnawed away thoughtfully and watched us.


Following their skittish mother up into the tree line, the pups were nearly out of sight. I gave a quick whistle just to see what would happen; all but one scampered off. But the last dog on the hill stopped, gazed down at the road, then made a mad downhill dash toward us, as if recognizing someone.


Black and tan, it looked more like a diminutive Rottweiler than did the others. Like a Looney Tunes character, the quick little mutt skidded to a stop right in front of us, dropped into a perfect soldier-sit, then stared up at me like I was Simon Cowell. It was Lou.


Those lucky enough to meet Lou were struck by his soulful eyes, riveting good looks and brotherly charm. People simply couldn’t get enough of him. But the dog sitting politely in front of me that day was anything but debonair. At most six months old, he had an infected tear on his throat, and ticks peppering his face and body. The bloated bugs hung like Christmas ornaments, even from the corners of his eyes and mouth and inside his ears and nose.


“He’s infested,” I said. “And look at that gash.”


“Look at his eyes,” Nancy said, grinning. “He’s gorgeous.”


Lou looked up at me and let out an interrogative, “Rower?”


“That gash is infected. And who knows anything about him.”


“But look at him,” she repeated. “Look at those eyes.”


I felt Lou’s warm breath on my hand. The sound of his dad crunching deer snout punctuated the swish of cars passing by.


I petted him. He looked at me like I was Mother Teresa. Fleas popped off his head like seltzer bubbles and ricocheted off the palm of my hand.


As I stood there wondering what to do, a pug-nosed Freight-liner pulling a load of timber hit its air brakes and snorted to a stop across the road, onto the shoulder. Out popped a gritty little guy in Levi’s and a dirty white T-shirt. He shuffled across 101 as if wearing leg irons.


“The biggun yours?” he asked, pointing to the Rottweiler with a shaky cigarette, looking like he’d been up for a week.


“Biggun?” I asked.


“The biggun chawin’ on doe face,” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet.


The deer’s snout secure in his mouth, the Rottweiler eyed the little trucker. The big dog was thoughtful and calm, a first clue, perhaps, to what his son would become. I remember thinking at the time that this dog could kill us all without much fanfare, then go back to his venison sashimi. He didn’t, of course; he simply took the measure of the trucker for a moment, then kept chewing.


“He’s part of a pack of strays that just ran up the slope,” I said.


“Bitchin’ truck dog.”


“I don’t know,” I said, picturing the jumpy little guy sideways in the big dog’s mouth.


“I think I’ll take him.”


“Oh I wouldn’t,” said Nancy.


“I got a way with dogs.”


Before the trucker could commit suicide by Rottweiler, a park-ranger pickup pulled over and a boyish-faced fellow got out, plugged on his ranger hat, and came over.


“Howdy, folks,” he said, eyes on the Rottweiler and doe.


“Gonna shoot him?” asked the trucker.


The Rottie dropped the doe and shook drool from his rubbery black lips.


“No. If he’d downed this deer on his own, we’d have to deal with him, but this was roadkill from last night. I saw it at sunrise on the side of the road.”


“Rower,” said Lou.


“You’d kill a dog if it hunted down a deer?” I asked.


“Stray dogs that hunt deer get euthanized.” He seemed too nice of a guy to shoot a dog.


“Who owns him?” asked the trucker, scuffling his cowboy boots in the dirt, moving closer to the Rottie.


“This big boy and the shepherd bitch up the hill are guard dogs from a marijuana grow over on the other side of this ridge. This time of year there’s not much to protect, so they just wander about, looking for food.”


“Marijuana grow?” asked Nancy.


“Yeah,” he said. “Patches of pot grow all through here, mostly on national forest land. Big cash crop. Not much else to do around these parts.”


Lou scratched himself, then looked up at me sweetly, calm but impatient, as if he’d made up his mind about us and expected the same.


“I’m guessing this one and the pups up on the hill are his,” said the ranger. “Dad and Junior here seem sociable, but the rest are wild. A local rescue group tried to catch them last week, but they’re too cagey.”


“I like that biggun,” said the trucker, rubbing his furrowed neck and snickering like a kid.


“I’d think twice about him,” said the ranger. “There’s a reason why he hasn’t spooked yet.”


“What about him?” I asked, petting Lou on his head, the fleas flying.


“Tame, isn’t he? I bet he’d go with you. Lean and cut up, though. Might have gotten caught up on some barbed wire.”


“Nothing that can’t be fixed,” said Nancy, already deep in Lou’s camp.


“We’re four hundred miles from home,” I said. “He needs a vet and he’s infested.”


I had imagined it this way: find a caring breeder, choose the perfect, healthy pup, frame the pedigree, and live happily ever after. I hadn’t planned on making a snap decision beside the road with giant dogs and dead deer and caffeinated truckers and ganja fields and boyish rangers and sweet gypsy eyes looking up at me, wondering when we’d be going home.


“If you don’t want him, I’ll take him,” said the trucker, laughing oddly, as if he’d decided to slow-roast Lou at the next rest area.


Nancy giggled. She knew what pushed my buttons.


The big Rottie let go a thick stream of pee onto the asphalt, then stretched his back legs out one at a time. I wondered if Lou would get that big.


“There’s a vet in Willits as you come into town,” said the ranger. He had a slow, bearish quality. I imagined him quietly tending to his own secreted pot patch. “It’s Sunday morning, though; you might have to wake him up.”


The Rottie grabbed his meal by the neck and dragged her up the hill into a grove of pines, cords of muscle flexing beneath his shiny black coat. Lou watched his father go.


“Dang.”


“He would have killed you,” I said.


“You want the youngun or not?”


“You said you wanted a dog,” said Nancy, poking me. “Trust me, this is the dog.”


I felt like I was on the phone with a telemarketer, about to buy a time-share in the Bronx. “Let’s clear out the back of the car,” I said, surrendering. “We can put down the tent tarp.”


“Yes!” she said, jumping up and down. “Let’s go find the vet.”


“He’s on the right side of the road as you come into town,” said the ranger. “Big sign by the side of the road—Willits Animal Hospital, or something like that.”


The trucker stomped out his cigarette and walked over to Lou. “Good little feller,” he said softly, waving off a flea and caressing Lou’s ears. For an instant he seemed almost normal, almost somber. “Make sure you feed him chicken livers!” he blurted, back to his old self. Then he checked the traffic and shuffled back across the highway to his idling semi.


I’ve thought about that trucker a lot over the years. We’d both been searching for a friend; he wanted a copilot, and I wanted an Old Yeller who’d fight the wild hogs and make me laugh—someone I could count on, like a truck dog, like a sentinel. The trucker would keep looking, but, thanks to Nancy, my search was over.


Providence, timing, pure luck—whatever one chooses to call it—graced me for the first time in my life, in the form of a flea-ridden Mendocino mutt. His dignified father, wiser and more kindhearted than I’d realized at the time, watched from the pines as I lifted his mangy son and placed him into my hatch-back, fleas leaping off him like shooting stars. I’d found my Old Yeller.


Fleas suck. Our car became a traveling flea circus, a condition that would last until we got back to Los Angeles, where I’d unleash an aerosol bug bomb inside the confines of my Civic, killing the vermin, shorting out the interior lights, and leaving the car with a cancerous stench for the next year or so. I learned a lot about fleas on that trip—how alien, how invulnerable, how prolific and incredibly annoying and evil. And how it helps to have fingernails long enough to slice the armored bastards in half.


Lou got comfy in the back of the car among the now-infested camping gear and clothes. He gave Nancy a lick, then gazed out at the scenery passing by, the outdoor kindergarten he’d never see again.


“He likes your socks,” said Nancy.


I looked at Lou in the mirror. He had his nose deep into one of my wool hiking socks.


“Cheese connoisseur,” I said.


Lou was inquisitive but oddly calm for a stray. He’d be that way always: serene, involved, intense. From eating garbage and dodging cars in the wild to living in an inner-city apartment and eyeing derelicts shimmying down drainpipes, Lou would take it all in stride. In the wild he’d learned to think, adapt, and get by, like a wolf. It would remain one of the keys to his success later on.


A tall, gray-haired man in a bathrobe opened the door. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and sized us up, the scent of coffee wafting out of the old house. Using a bungee cord for a leash, I let Lou stretch out toward the big man, who gave him a pet and me a look.


“Found him down the road, I’d guess,” he said.


“About three miles south.”


“I’m Dr. Smith. Bring him into the exam room. I’ll be right back.”


He came back wearing a white lab coat, a stethoscope draped around his neck. Lou walked around the room, scenting out whatever pets had been in there recently.


“Get a weight on him, then put him up on the table,” he said, pointing to the scale in the corner. He was considerate but all business, and probably wanted to get back to his coffee.


He wouldn’t be the last Dr. Smith in Lou’s life. A year later, Lou would befriend Jonathan Harris, the actor who played Dr. Smith on the television show Lost in Space. I would leave Lou tethered outside my health club while I played racquetball, and Harris would fawn all over Lou, by then fully grown and Hollywood handsome.


“Thirty-four pounds even,” I said, lifting him off the scale and placing him atop the slippery steel examination table. Lou tap-danced around as I kept him steady.


“He’s about six months old,” he said, looking into Lou’s mouth, his teeth white as cream. “Some sort of string in here.”


“He ate a sock,” I said.


“A park ranger said his parents were guard dogs on a marijuana grow,” Nancy said, proud of Lou’s criminal pedigree.


Dr. Smith listened to Lou’s heart and lungs. “Bigger than logging around here. He’s got a slight heart murmur.”


“Is that bad?” asked Nancy, picking at a tick that had burrowed into Lou’s ear.


“The marijuana?”


“No—the murmur.”


“Most dogs with murmurs live normal lives. He’s crawling with ticks and fleas, though, and this wound is infected.”


He squeezed yellowish pus from the gash, then wiped it clean with gauze.


“Gross,” I said, looking at Nancy, who smiled. Pus always pleased her.


He irrigated the wound with Betadine solution, then administered a local anesthetic to numb Lou up for suturing. He worked like a watchmaker, examining the wound, removing dead skin, and cleaning it up a bit. Lou wiggled but didn’t seem to mind; his tail wagged as I fed him tears of string cheese, which he took gently.


Lou had a “soft” mouth, like a Lab: he always took treats tenderly. It made him great with kids and helped him learn to pick objects up off the floor without damaging them. I once taught him to fetch a chicken egg as a prelude to my training ser vice dogs, whose mouths had to be soft enough to pick up dropped eyeglasses or medication bottles, or retrieve food from a cupboard or refrigerator. Practicing these things on Lou helped me prepare for the real thing. Of course, I always let him eat the egg afterward.


“Before I suture him up, he needs a flea-and-tick bath,” said Dr. Smith. “No sense in letting vermin get into the wound before I close him up.”


“Can we help?” I asked, watching him pack the wound with what looked like petroleum jelly. Lou let out a soft “rower,” his way of asking, “Is this necessary?”


“Take him over to the tub and run the water. I’ll bring you the shampoo. Don’t get the wound too wet.”


The water ran dark with so much flea dirt and dying fleas that it nearly clogged the drain. Lou wasn’t at all fond of water, a trait that would stay with him his whole life.


“This is gross,” Nancy said, rinsing dead fleas off her hands and dodging one of Lou’s many shake-offs, the flea-infested water and foam fanning out in every direction.


“Pus is okay, but this is gross?” I said, ducking another shake-off. Most of the ticks would have to be pulled off one by one later, a chore that would take weeks.


While we washed Lou, Dr. Smith disappeared, probably to tell his wife about us. He came back while we were drying Lou off.


“Looks like a different dog. Needs two meals a day for a while, though,” he said, touching Lou’s ribs. “At least twelve pounds light for a Rott/shepherd mix his age.”


“You think that’s what he is?” I asked, placing Lou back onto the table.


“Oh yes. Let’s get him on his side.”


Dr. Smith cleared off the petroleum jelly, then sutured him quickly, the pattern like stitches on a baseball. Lou had a “whale eye” look, a sideways, white-eyed glare dogs get when searching for trust and confidence. For the first time in my life, I felt responsible for a dog.


“Good boy, Lou,” I said.


“Lou?” Dr. Smith asked, fitting a length of rubber tubing into the bottom of the wound.


“He looks like a Lou to me.”


“I suppose he does,” he said, almost smiling. “I’m sewing a drain into the wound to prevent closure and let the drainage escape. Otherwise the buildup will cause the sutures to break down from pressure.”


“So he’ll have a tube sticking out of his neck?” asked Nancy.


“Your vet will remove it in a week or so.”


“Our vet?” I said to Nancy. “Do we even know a vet?”


“There’s one near your apartment.”


“How do you know that?”


“It’s right down the street. Mar Vista Animal Hospital.”


“You’ll have to watch the drain and make sure he doesn’t tear it out or clog it up with dirt,” Dr. Smith said, finishing up. “I don’t think he’ll need a cone, though.”


“Cone?”


“An Elizabethan collar. Looks like a lampshade. Prevents him from chewing on the wound. But he can’t get his mouth onto this part of his body.”


“That’s a relief,” I said, imagining how fast Lou might get a lampshade off his head.


“Now let’s get some of these ticks off.”


He must have plucked fifty ticks off Lou. They were everywhere—in his ears, in the corners of his eyes—even in his nostrils and on his anus. He pulled the bloated bastards off, then dropped them into a small cup of alcohol. Lou whimpered and gave me the whale eye again. The cup nearly half filled, the alcohol turned pink from Lou’s stolen blood.


“They carry Rocky Mountain spotted fever, Lyme disease, ehrlichiosis, typhus—they’re villains. I’ll remove as many as I can but you’ll have to keep looking. I’ll give you some alcohol and a pair of tweezers.”


“Thanks.” For a Grumpy Gus he was an awfully good guy.


“I’ll vaccinate and de-worm him and give you meds to take with you. I’ll put him on antibiotics, too. And you’ll need to keep an eye on that lame leg.”


“Lame leg?”


“He’s favoring his left front leg.”


“Really?”


“Yes.”


“Okay,” I said, as he pulled a fat tick out from between Lou’s toes. “It’s okay, buddy.”


“Has he defecated yet?”


“Not yet.”


“Keep an eye out for worms and such. With strays you never know what’ll come out of them. It’ll be entertaining, I’ll wager.”


He led us into his front office, where he gave us a cheap leash and collar, alcohol, and tweezers. The collar was big enough to fit loosely below the sutured wound, so as not to irritate it.


“Don’t put a regular collar on him until that wound heals up, probably three weeks. Get a vet to take out the sutures and drain in about a week or so.”


“Thank you so much,” said Nancy.


“What do we owe?” I asked, taking out my credit card.


“Have you got cash?”


We checked our wallets. “Not enough for all this,” I said.


“Twenty dollars,” he said.


“Twenty?” I asked, laughing.


“Look, I’ve been trying to help a local rescue group catch this dog’s pack for a while now. You’ve helped do that. And, truth is, this guy would have been dead in a month.”


“We don’t know what to say,” said Nancy. Lou sniffed at her pants leg, then yodeled. He’d had enough medical attention and wanted to go.


I handed the doctor a twenty. “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.”


“So are you. I just hope you’re up to the task. Now get going so I can read my paper.”


“Right,” I said, leading Lou to the door. Not used to being on the end of a rope, he balked a bit, but then he relented once he realized that we were all going in the same direction.


“Hey—” Dr. Smith added, seeing us out, “he’ll be a darned good dog. Just be patient.”


“I told you,” said Nancy, grabbing my shirtsleeve. Lou sniffed the cool morning air and watched traffic drive by.


“Twenty bucks,” I said, wondering what he’d meant by “up to the task.”


We turned south and began the drive home. We’d all become reinfested with fleas, as they had taken up residence in the Civic. Lou would poop out squirrel bones, pebbles, sock string, aluminum foil, and a Bazooka Bubble Gum wrapper on the trip home, and temporarily vanish into the woods on an overnight stop near Sequoia National Park, only to reappear with what looked like slug guts on his lips. I didn’t know it at the time, but the biggest decision of my life had been made, and life would never be quite the same again, for Lou or for me.





2


[image: image]


[image: image]


Sweet Lou, the One-Dog Wrecking Crew


 


Lou grew up eating squirrels, garbage, and gum, jumping fences, and watching the hemp wars unfold. Life in a West Los Angeles apartment just couldn’t compare. Where was the DEA? The roadkill?


He could not grasp two-dimensional living. Instead, he jumped catlike up onto tabletops, televisions, kitchen counters, and car roofs. He preferred a loftier point of view.


I rented a sunny one-bedroom apartment near Culver City, a blue-collar neighborhood safe by day but unsavory at night. The odd pop of gunfire in the distance no longer kept me up at night, and Lou didn’t seem to mind, either.


A taquería three blocks away, on the corner of Sepulveda and Washington made the best Mission-style burrito in town, so Lou and I began walking down there for lunch every day. Members of the Mexican gang the Culver City Boyz frequented the place; having Lou with me was both a comfort and an attraction. The younger members called Lou “Guapo,” and on more than one occasion offered cash or drugs in exchange for my hand-some pooch. I politely declined the offers but let them feed him chips or the occasional cheese enchilada, his favorite Mexican food. Lou became my free pass through gangsta land.


The first week back, we began jogging the Ballona Creek bike path, a seven-mile concrete trail from Culver City west to Marina del Rey, where it connected to the coastal bike path. I thought the workout would help Lou sleep, something he hadn’t yet gotten the hang of “in captivity.” Living like Kipling’s Mowgli for the first six months of your life will do that to you.


The bike path ran by the infamous Mar Vista Gardens housing project, a gang haven where the Crips and the Culver City Boyz kept a brittle truce. Less than a mile from my apartment, the city-run project was not the place to loiter; even local postal carriers sometimes refused to deliver mail there. Riders and joggers on the path got mugged in broad daylight, losing wallets, bikes, and sometimes their lives to teen hoods in search of easy prey. I called Ballona Creek “the gauntlet of reality,” because for many middle-class Angelenos, the experience often morphed from exercise into fleeing for one’s life.


One sunny Saturday, Lou and I stepped onto the path near Slauson Avenue. Scores of bikers and joggers were out having a good time. I was teaching Lou to jog nicely beside me and was focused on him and not paying attention to people around me.


Near Inglewood Boulevard, three Mexican kids with a rusty shopping cart sprang out from some bushes along the path. Intending to use the cart as a battering ram, they were unmistakably practiced at knocking bikers or joggers down and robbing them. But this time it was me and my good-looking young dog.


Lou slowed to a walk and stared the kids down. For a moment I thought he was about to give them hell, and I would’ve let him. Then Lou’s tail slowly began to wag.


“Hey, Guapo!” one called out, running up to Lou, turning back into a kid again. He’d fed Lou an enchilada and a bag of chips for lunch the day before.


My small second-floor apartment had a big picture window and a nice view of West Los Angeles. Lou lay beneath the table in the warm sun and stared out the window at people and traffic passing by, and at pigeons roosting atop the tarred roof of a nearby transmission-repair shop. He wanted to dine on them, I’m sure, but never made a big scene over it.


The apartment manager gave me the bad news a few weeks after I had brought Lou home. He was an African American named John, a burly, good-hearted old guy with a disabled wife to care for. He and I often sat on the balcony outside his apartment, drinking beer and talking sports; he’d toss unshelled peanuts and Cheez-Its to Lou and tell me about the hunting dogs he’d owned back in Mississippi. John was the first one to teach Lou to “catch.”


“He’s a good dog but the landlord says he gotta go.”


“What?”


“That’s what he said.”


“But the French lady downstairs has two cats.”


“They never leave the apartment. And, anyway, she’s French.”


“What?”


“Listen, son, Lou’s a real good dog. I told the landlord that, but he don’t want to hear nothing about it.”


“But I like it here.”


“We like you here. Rent check on time every month. But you know, the landlord’s kind of a jackass. Said if he let your dog stay, then pretty soon everybody’s gonna want a dog.”


“Lou doesn’t even bark.” It was true: Lou was one of the quietest dogs I’ve ever known. I had to teach him to bark on command just to get him to speak up. He’d say “rower” or yodel some and let out the occasional “chug” when worried, but barked only when it was called for. Another holdover from his covert life as a Mendocino drug enforcer.


“We never hear him.”


“Maybe if the landlord came over and met Lou.”


“He’s in Rancho Cucamonga. Never comes over here.”


‘Then how does he even know?”


“Gardener.”


“But Lou likes him, too.”


“Can’t help you, son. But I’ll help you find a place.”


I liked it there. It was cheap, small, and clean. I had immunity from the Culver City Boyz, and Lou got free enchiladas and a pigeon show every day.


“I’ll get us some beers,” he said.


John went inside. I heard him speak to his wife, who was in the early stages of Alzheimer’s. She sat on the sofa most of the day in the dark, watching soaps, but brightened up whenever I brought Lou into their apartment. He’d cozy up to her like they’d known each other for ten years. He had the Rottweiler habit of leaning into you and placing a paw gently atop your foot; she would smile and caress his head and talk to him in full sentences about how handsome he was or what she’d be cooking that night. It was one of Lou’s great gifts right from the start: he cut through her fog, if only for a few minutes each day.


John tossed me a beer. I popped it and poured a taste into Lou’s bowl. He loved beer.


“She gonna miss him,” he said, looking at me, nodding.


“I’ll bring him around.”


“He clears her right up. Like turning on a switch. Lasts awhile, too, after he goes.”


“We’ll come over when the Dodgers and Mets play.”


“There you go.”


Lou nudged me for more beer but got a peanut from John instead, tossed up high. Lou eyed it like DiMaggio, caught it, and crunched it down. “Good catch, Lou,” I said.


“Damn landlord,” John said, touching his can to mine.


I answered an ad for a duplex with a garage and yard on Castle Heights Avenue, two miles away. The ad had said “small pet okay.” I convinced myself that small was a relative term, and that there were plenty of pet-worthy animals in the world larger than Lou. Great Danes, Appaloosas, alpacas, boa constrictors—plenty bigger than my Lou boy, who had put on more than twelve pounds since we’d found him.


The Zagalias had moved to Palm Desert after he’d gotten mugged a block from their home of forty years. They’d held on to their beloved little West L.A. house, though, renting it out carefully to people they could trust. They made the drive into Los Angeles every weekend just so he could tend to the fruit trees they’d planted over the decades—Italian plum, fig, lemon, and pear. They’d get here at dawn and he’d garden while she sat and knitted.


I had to convince them that Lou would be an asset, a protector of the place they loved, and that their sweet home would not be torn up by a feral mutt with insomnia and a penchant for leaping up onto kitchen counters. But I’d need to convince myself first.


The house, near the corner of Castle Heights and National, looked like a Rockwell replica. Before I could knock, a sinewy old man in overalls, brandishing garden clippers like a pistol, walked over to me from the backyard.


“You Steve?” he asked, sweat dripping down his tanned face.


“Mr. Zagalia?”


“Lou.”


“Nice to meet you, Lou.” You’re kidding, I thought.


“That your dog in the car?”


Nothing got by this guy. “He is, and believe it or not, his name is Lou.”


“Must be a fine dog. Let’s go say hello.”


So much for easing into my dog pitch.


Lou’s nose prints adorned the back window. He began his happy little marching-in-place routine, his social stamp of approval.


Lou Zagalia grinned like a kid and put his clippers into his pocket as I opened the hatchback. The old guy actually rubbed his palms together.


“Lou, meet Lou.”


“Hey there, young fella!” he said, briskly rubbing Lou’s ears and head with the confidence of a man who’d owned a dozen dogs in his life. Lou luxuriated in the attention and let out a happy rower!


“He likes everybody,” I said.


“Had a dog like him a while back,” he said, pointing to the small Dog Crossing sign still stuck into the manicured front lawn. “Shepherd mix; smart as a whip.”


“Lou’s smart, too. Is he too big?”


“For what?”


“Your ad said, ‘small pet okay.’”


“I’ve seen bigger,” he said, winking at me. “Just have to sell the wife.”


I let Lou out of the car and walked him on leash into the backyard, where Mrs. Zagalia sat knitting in the sun. Wrapped in a navy blanket and a crimson head scarf, she looked like the queen mother.


Lou whined and pulled to get to her. Another senior citizen to seduce.


“He looks just like Duke,” she said, scratching him behind the ears. “Same big eyes.”


Yes, yes, he’s just like Duke . . . he is Duke reincarnated, I thought. You need Duke redux to live here in this cozy little house, to channel his memory, to guard the fruit. Be a good boy, Lou, I thought as he flashed her his Mother Teresa look, then lightly touched his foot to hers. Oh, you’re good, boy.


Mrs. Zagalia’s ball of blue yarn rolled off her lap and onto the patio. Lou picked it up and deposited it softly back into her lap. Holy crap.


“Let’s go take a look at the house,” said Mr. Zagalia.


Atta boy, Lou.


The house smelled like old magazines, good spaghetti sauce, and stale carpet. I liked it. Lou and Gemma Zagalia had raised kids here; I’d raise a dog.


I signed a year lease and paid a hefty security deposit in case Lou decided to trash the place. It was two hundred more a month than my last place, but it had a yard, a garage, and all the fruit I could eat.


Lou wasn’t as impressed. From the start, I could tell that he missed the old apartment: he paced and searched out every corner as if he’d lost something. At first I couldn’t figure out what was bugging him. He’d taken to the old apartment so well; why wouldn’t the new place suit him, too?


I figured it out the second morning, after he’d kept me up all night pacing and whining. Walking into the kitchen to make tea, I found him sitting atop the kitchen table gazing out the window, a glazed look in his eyes. Over the years I’d come to recognize this as his “remembering” look—somber and suggestive of his lost family and the hills of his birth. Lou would randomly go off into this trancelike state, like a Sufi searching for inspiration. It was cool but a little unnerving to watch a dog do it.


In the old apartment he’d lie beneath the table and look out the picture window down at traffic, people, and pigeons below—you saw miles of West L.A. from up there. Palms replaced the redwoods, gray pines, and madrone trees of his puppyhood. The view had pleased him. Now he was in a ground-floor home with new smells and no view.


He missed the enchiladas, the peanuts on the balcony, and the dodgy jogs beside Ballona Creek. I’d learned my first lesson as a dog trainer: stray dogs bond like iron not only to the people who rescue them but to the places they first call home, even second-story shoe boxes in the hood.


The doggy demolition began slowly. Clothes, hairbrushes, dishes, pens, wristwatch, toothbrush (yes, he’d reached it somehow)—anything I came in contact with became an object to chew, maul, consume. Toys, dog chews, or rawhides were scoffed at while he was alone; it had to be something of mine.


He ate two remote controls, binoculars, a cherished baseball from high school, two belts, a computer mouse and keyboard, Ray-Ban sunglasses, and too many shoes to count. Even the shifter knob and window cranks in my Civic fell victim to Lou’s teeth. Anything I handled eventually became dog food.


Food, cookie, eat, treat, and dinner became holy words in Lou’s lexicon. Meals were sacred rituals; imagine—no fights, no hunting, no angry humans chasing you away from garbage cans or chicken coops. Lou’s lifelong Dickensian love of food proved to be one of the tools I’d use to access his ability to learn so much in so short a time.


I tried to pick up his food bowl one evening while he was still licking it clean. He snarled, as he’d probably done a hundred times to other dogs over a scrap of rat guts or a pizza crust. I was his pack now, and damned if I was going to remove this magical meal portal before every atom of kibble had been surgically removed from it.


Not yet knowing the proper way to deal with such conflict, I grabbed him by the scruff and gave him a stern what-for. I got lucky: Lou was sweet and young and hopelessly in love with me, his savior. He never complained again over my touching his bowl, or anything else, for that matter. Had I used this doggish method on some of the future Rottweilers and shepherds I’d eventually train, I might have ended up singing falsetto in a boy’s choir.


House-training was an adventure unto itself. Lou was used to pooping and peeing wherever and whenever he felt like it, even if that meant on a drowsy old woman’s leg at the park (she never knew and I didn’t tell her). Like other increasing behavior problems, it hadn’t been an issue at the old apartment: he’d never had an “accident” there. But at the new house he peed on houseplants, pooped neatly behind the sofa, and puked on the bathroom rug. Luckily, unless laced with Bic pens or lens caps, the puke usually got re-eaten. The fouler deposits he’d leave for me.


Lou’s gaffes happened almost exclusively at night. I’d taken to closing him out of the bedroom because of his insomnia; I bought him a big cushy dog bed to lie on in a warm corner of the living room, beneath a long table I used as a workstation. The next morning, I found its foam entrails scattered across the home like confetti, and its faux-sheepskin cover was arranged neatly atop the kitchen table, as if he’d been sleeping up there.


One morning around three o’clock I snuck out to find him crunching down on yet another TV remote control, which I’d hidden atop a bookcase six feet off the floor. The sound reminded me of his dad’s deer-snout snacking.


Despite the carnage, Lou was clear and sentient and thoughtful when with me. There was no mania, no running around like a ferret with a hotfoot, no acting out. He simply missed the hills and didn’t want to be alone. At times he appeared almost mortified at the silly things he’d do, like a sleepwalker awakened in the middle of Penn Station. If a dog could look sheepish, he did.


Before bedtime, we’d sit in the middle of the living room in the dark and face each other like brothers in a stare-off contest. We’d stare until someone blinked, laughed, chortled, or licked the other, then play a game I called “mad dog,” in which Lou was a rabid killer and I a frightened city slicker lost in the woods. Lou would do his happy growl and shove his muzzle into my gut, then break off and frolic around the room like a bucking bronc. Then he’d come back and be “mad dog” again and I’d try to escape to the bedroom but fail, only to be eviscerated yet again. We’d stop and I’d hug him and give him cookies, then ask him not to destroy anything that night. Some nights he listened, but usually something got altered in some irreparable way.


Then came the day of reckoning.


I’d wanted a beer. That was my crime. It would take me all of five minutes to run across the street to the 7-Eleven to get it. Five minutes.


“I’m going to leave you alone in the house for five minutes,” I said to him, handing over a Kong toy stuffed to the gills with cream cheese. “Can you watch the place for me and not go postal?”


He took the Kong and lay on the carpet. Holding it in his paws, he got to work on it. “Good boy, Lou. I’ll be back in a flash.”


I’d been building up his tolerance to being alone in the house, a bit at a time. Quick trips out the door to the garage and back—no damage. Outside to shut off the sprinkler—nothing destroyed. Out to the car to get a book—all’s well. He’d be waiting at the screen door with his train-conductor look when I’d get back, but overall the strategy seemed to be working. I thought that a quick run across the street for a beer was now in his wheel-house.


To be safe, I decided to corral Lou in the carpeted hallway that connected my bedroom to the living room, with the doors to the living room and bedroom shut. I’d leave his Kong and a few other toys in there with him, and the stereo on in the living room to give the illusion of company.


“Honestly, Lou, be a good boy,” I said, looking into his soulful eyes. “I mean it.” Then I closed the hallway door, slipped out of the house, and ran like a criminal for the 7-Eleven.


Coming back down the drive, all seemed well. No floods, fires, or cops. I expected him to greet me, Kong in mouth.


Lou sat calmly in the middle of the living room, blood drip-ping from his nose. About two hundred square feet of wall-to-wall carpeting and padding covering the living room and office area had been ripped up and rolled—rolled, mind you—neatly to the side, exposing the dull, dusty hardwood floors beneath. The splintered door to the hallway leaned haphazardly against a wall six feet away, as if The Hulk had blasted through it. The torn-out doorjamb lay in pieces a few feet off. Inside the hallway, a long strip of molding had been ripped up and chewed to pulp, and a perfect, foot-wide hole had been punched into the Sheetrock near the bathroom, as if he’d stuck his head through it, looking for me.


The kitchen was an even more remarkable scene. The window he’d taken to gazing through from atop the table had been shattered outward down to the walkway below the window-sill—a five-foot drop from inside the home to the concrete be-low. Evidently, after removing the door and carpeting, Lou had decided to leap through the pane-glass window to the walkway below, cutting only his nose in the process. Then he had some-how leaped back into the kitchen from outside, a standing vertical jump of more than five feet. It was a miracle that his only injury was a cut nose.


I’d been gone five minutes. I sat down and drank the beer.
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Fixing Lou


 


‘That’s what credit cards are for,” said Chet. “It’s too much.”


“I can’t just replace the section he ripped out. It’s wall-to-wall all the way into the office area. If you want it to look the way it was, the whole thing has to be replaced.”


“Twenty-seven hundred dollars is a lot of money.”


“You want me to match it to what they had, right? It’s like when a kid draws on the wall—you have to repaint the whole wall.”


“A can of paint costs ten bucks.”


“My price includes installation and a lifetime stain warranty.”


Lou sniffed at Chet’s leg and gave him his Mother Teresa look.


“Stain warranty?”


“Yeah. Of course, it doesn’t cover pet stains.”


“Of course not.”


“You sure this dog did all that damage?” he asked, immersed in Lou’s gaze. “He seems so . . . sensible.”


“In five minutes.”


“So sweet,” he said, stroking Lou’s head and ears. “Hell, he did a better job of carpet removal than my guys could have. I should hire him.”


I put it on the credit card, along with the cost of fixing the window, doorjamb, and Sheetrock, plus the cost of hanging a new door and painting the entire hallway. What else was I going to do? And it all had to be done before Lou and Gemma showed up that weekend to garden and knit.


I had to purge Lou’s demons before he maxed out my credit cards and put me out on the street, which in Los Angeles could be problematic. Of course having him with me would ensure immunity and free enchiladas from the Culver City Boyz, but that was a paltry list of perks. Fixing him would be a better solution. So I called Dean.


An old friend from New Jersey, Dean owned corgis, a smart, active herding breed that could get into trouble without proper training early on. Lou wasn’t a corgi by any means, but he was a clever troublemaker. If anyone could help, Dean could.


“Just buy a crate, dumbshit.”


“I’ve thought about it.”


“So?”


“I thought putting him in a box might drive him nuts.”


“He’s driving you nuts, isn’t he? And besides, dogs like crates. They’re like private little dog bungalows. Nice and cozy,” he said. “Just feed him in it, every day. And read a book on crate training, for chrissakes.”


It seemed too good to be true, but I was willing to try anything, including stuffing Lou into an escape-proof box at night.


“If he’s in a crate when I’m gone, he won’t be able to guard the house.”


“The dog just cost you four thousand bucks. You don’t have that much stuff to steal.”


“Good point.”


“Get a crate, beef brain. Look, it’s easy: feed him in the crate, and make him sleep in it. Put him in there whenever you leave him in the house alone. For the next six months he is either with you or in the crate. End of story.”


“What else?”


“Take a class or a private training session. Hide everything you don’t want him to destroy. Keep the shade pulled down on the kitchen window. And whenever he can go somewhere with you, take him. Make sure you get the plastic airline-type crate and not the wire one. Wire ones suck.”


“That’s it?”


“That’s it. Goodbye.”


He hung up. That was Dean.


The training books said that dogs were denning animals and liked small spaces. A crate would help with house-training, too, because it utilized the dog’s instinct not to soil its sleeping area. “No one wants to sleep in shit, huh, Lou?” I said, picking up my car keys. He cocked his head, chortled, then disappeared down the hallway, reappearing a moment later with my toothbrush in his mouth. “Let’s get to the pet store, Lou.”


The sales kid pulled a crate down off the shelf. It didn’t look big enough, so I wedged my upper body into it to check it out. Lou followed me in.


I could see the sales kid’s legs through the crate’s wire window. Lou licked my face. We were crammed inside a plastic box.


“Pretty sturdy, huh?” he said, kicking the crate as if it was shod with brand-new Goodyears.


“Cozy. What do think, Lou?” I blew air into his nose to try to get him to bark. He sneezed and looked at me: Please do not do that again.


“That’s the large size. I could put you into an extra-large if you plan on spending time in there together.”


“This is good,” I said, tangled up with Lou. He snuggled into me, wondering what kind of game this was. It was kind of fun in there, like kids playing fortress in a refrigerator box.


“I’ll take it.”


I read How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend, by the Monks of New Skete, in two nights. The brothers bred and trained German shepherds at an Upstate New York monastery and, from what I heard, made a fine Trappist ale as well.


Lou was part shepherd. As I read through the book I could see him clearly on every page. He was smart and adaptable, and intense in his ability to read emotions and purpose. And he was insatiably sniffy, curious, and loyal—more shepherd traits.


Bred to be an all-around superdog, German shepherds are highly intelligent and adaptable, with perhaps more innate abilities than any other breed. They can herd, track, guard, and hunt, and are unflinchingly loyal to their families. Though sociable, they have the smarts to know when something is fishy and will act accordingly. It’s no accident that police and military forces use shepherds almost exclusively. Lou was my feral decathlete.


But he was also his daddy’s son. Like shepherds, Rottweilers are smart and protective, but they are stronger and more territorial. Lou never weighed more than seventy-two pounds, but all seventy-two were solid muscle. When he leaned into you, you could feel the steel in his body. Lou was like a Lab on steroids, with special-forces training.


The monks’ book was an eye-opener. I learned about destructive behavior in young dogs, and how Lou’s form of it reflected his insecurity about being left alone at night. He’d lived twenty-four hours a day with a pack of thieving scoundrels before coming into my life; I’d become the sole substitute for all that doggish company, and I couldn’t quite match up yet.


I put Lou’s new crate beside my workstation table, in the same spot where his shredded dog bed had been. Grabbing a handful of treats, I climbed in, legs flagging out the open door. Lou squeezed in, too, and lay down with me, happy to play the sardine game again. I fed him treats and massaged him and told him about how different things were going to be, how he’d sleep and eat in the crate, and that his days of carnage were over. He chortled and slimed my neck, then tapped me on the head a few times with a paw, as if checking for ripeness.


The first “dog trainer” I called showed up an hour late in a primer-gray Ford pickup with three enraged pit bulls in the canopied back, desperate to break out and devour something. A better advertisement a dog trainer could not have.


A muscle-bound bald man in a striped T-shirt and jeans stepped out of the truck, which had URI’S OBEDIENCE TRAINING stenciled onto the door in red paint. A winged pit bull tattooed on his neck had a bloody goat in its mouth, an arrow-tipped tail, and devil’s horns.


“So this is the little one who eats you out of house and home!” he said with a strong Russian accent. He smelled of tomato soup and dog urine.


“This is Lou all right.”


“Uri Primakov,” he said, shaking my hand so hard that the ring on my finger left a welt in the skin for a day. “We go inside and see what’s what.”


I had a premonition that Lou and I were about to be slain by a serial killer. I closed the screen door but left the front door open just in case. Can’t fault a sociopathic ex-Stalinist for embracing capitalism, I thought, wondering if his pit bulls would play a pivotal role in the murders.


“Good place. Smells like new rug. And a nice little dog crate in the corner over here,” he said, opening the crate’s wire door with his boot.


Uri cased the house. Lou planted his nose onto the big Russian’s pants leg and memorized the smell of pit bull. A few years later, stronger and more seasoned, he’d sample it again firsthand.
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