Leaping Leo

© by D.M. Greenwald

December 14, 2013


I knew there was trouble as soon as I entered the feed room of the main kennel facility at the guide-dog school where I worked.  The vet-techs in charge would not meet my eyes.  First year apprentices, who helped clean the kennel and feed the dogs, looked away when they saw me.   Something was definitely wrong.


Nancy, the vet-tech supervisor, stopped measuring out food and walked directly to me.  She looked at me squarely and told me plainly, “Tom has assigned Leo to your string.”  She took both my hands in hers.  “I’m so sorry, Dave.  There was nothing I could do.”


What the heck was going on, I wondered.  It had to be a gag.  So my supervisor had assigned me a new dog named Leo.  What was the big deal?  He was starting a couple of weeks behind the rest of the string, it was true, but that type of thing had happened before.  It wasn’t usually a problem.  I would work him twice a day until I brought him up to speed.  Besides, what was the worst thing that could happen?  The dog might wash out and then he would either be returned to the family that raised him or placed in another good home.  


“You might want to read his file,” Nancy suggested.


Now I was sure the kennel staff was having fun at my expense.  After all, I reasoned, how bad could a young, somewhat undersized black Lab, with the innocuous name of Leo, be?  It was time to have a look at this canine miscreant.  I checked the dog assignment board to see in which pen Leo had been placed.  It turned out to be an unnecessary act on my part.  No one would have any difficulty spotting this dog.


As I opened the kennel doors, the din from one hundred and nineteen over excited dogs greeted me as usual.  Golden Retrievers spun.  Labs bounced.  German Shepherds paced.  A few Bouviers stood on their hind legs, their large furry paws on the cross bars of their cages.  Yet even in the midst of this normal early morning madness I had no difficulty at all identifying Leo.  He was the dog on the ceiling.


Deciding it was time to follow Nancy’s advice, I returned to the kennel office and dug out Leo’s file.  It was four times as thick as most other dogs’ records, even dogs that had been returned from service.  As I leafed through the folder the words trouble, crazy, and damage began to recur with alarming frequency.  A typical journal entry by the fourteen year old 4-H puppy raiser read:


Leo got into trouble again today.   He saw a squirrel, climbed over a six foot high chain link fence and chased the squirrel all over the neighbor’s yard.  He knocked over their bird feeder, dug up their garden, and tore a hole in the solar cover of their pool.  We found him swimming in the pool because he couldn’t climb out.  The neighbor says he did four hundred dollars worth of damage.  My dad says Leo is crazy and we should give him back.  My mom just sits and cries a lot.


Give him back was just what the family had done.  At nine months of age, three months earlier than usual but after seven months that the family had characterized as “pure unadulterated hell,” Leo was returned to our school.  Since he was too young to begin guide-dog training, Leo was housed at the puppy farm until he matured.


There was something out of sync.  I quickly checked the dates.  Yep, there it was.  A mistake. My out.  “Nancy, there’s a mistake here,” I called eagerly.  “Leo’s only ten months old.  He should still be at the puppy farm.”


Nancy came over to me.  She placed her hand on my shoulder and looked at me gravely.  “There was an incident at the puppy farm.”  Nancy turned and quickly walked away.


An incident at the puppy farm?  What could have possibly happened at the puppy farm?  I hastily read through Leo’s record.  The incident was described on the next to the last page in the form of a memo on our school’s letterhead:


To:  Tom Michevski, Director of Training


From:  William C. Jensen, Director of Breeding


Re:  Leo


Date:  7/18/75


Tom,


On 7/17/75, Leo, black Labrador Retriever, reg. # GB94475, who was being kept on the breeding farm grounds at your request, escaped from a locked cage and secured building.  He was discovered twenty minutes later inside the locked and secured breeding pen with Gretchen, German Shepherd, reg. # GB 72274, enjoying the fruits of his labors.  All early indications are that this mating was successful.


Please see that Leo is removed from the breeding farm grounds by 5:00 P.M. today or I will personally shoot him.


Bill


P.S.  I suggest you have him neutered immediately!


P.P.S.  What the hell am I supposed to do with the damn puppies?


Bill had to be upset.  Gretchen was our best Shepherd bitch, tracing her bloodlines back to original Fortunate Fields stock.  Bill was preparing to breed her to a male Shepherd on loan from a guide-dog school in Germany when this incident occurred.



I was beginning to understand the kennel staff’s demeanor towards me.  I had no choice but to get on with my work.  I returned to the kennel to load the half of my string that I would work in town that morning.  Because Leo was beginning training a few weeks behind my other dogs, he would have to remain in the kennel for the morning.  I would start him on the school grounds when my partner and I returned for lunch.  I looked Leo over one last time before I left.  He was still on the ceiling.  I was not optimistic.


Of course, when I say Leo was on the ceiling that is not entirely accurate.  In fact, Leo appeared to hover exactly six-and-one-half feet high, between the kennel floor and the ceiling.  He achieved this remarkable defiance of Newtonian physics by adhering instead to theories of quantum physics.   According to the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, sub-atomic particles fluctuate so rapidly between one state and another that they can only be accurately perceived in terms of statistical probability. So too did Leo so rapidly alternate positions between floor and ceiling that, on average and to the naked eye, he appeared to hover six-and-one-half feet above the ground.  In other words, Leo was a leaper.  He jumped.  He bounced.  He leapt through the air continuously, achieving heights that would not be reached by NBA professionals for decades.


When I returned from town, I returned my dogs to their cages and went to work with Leo.  I unlocked the special security chain on Leo’s cage and prepared to attach my leash to his collar.  The latter proved impossible to do because the chamber was instantly empty.  My first instinct was to look for Leo on the ceiling, but he was not there either.


“He’s over here,” called Kathy, another trainer.  She held Leo securely by the collar as the energetic dog desperately tried to force open the heavy kennel doors which fortunately had been shut.  Apparently not only could Leo mimic the motion of sub-atomic particles, he could approach their speed also.  I secured my leash to his collar and hung on for dear life as this sixty-five pound bundle of cosmic energy dragged me outside.  Luckily it was where I wanted to go.


Surprisingly, once outside, Leo’s training proceeded fairly smoothly.  Admittedly, he did have some catching up to do.  Most puppies and adolescent dogs in the 4-H puppy program spend their first year of life learning mundane, but necessary, things like sit, down, stay, and come.  Leo, on the other hand, spent his first nine months acquiring much more utilitarian skills such as lock picking, door unlatching, and fence scaling.  Still, Leo showed some promise, although he did have an exceptional interest in squirrels, birds and rabbits.


Returning Leo to his cage after training was no mean feat.  Leo would brace his front legs and dig in deep with his heels like a champion cutting horse holding a lassoed steer.  The only way to get him into his pen easily was to have a big bowl of food prepared and waiting for him.  Then Leo would rush right in and I could usually slam the cell door before he finished scarfing down the food.


Because Leo was not exempt from Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity, he required huge quantities of food (mass) to convert in to the seemingly boundless energy (E) he displayed while confined  (moving at the speed of light squared.)  This created an additional problem owing to the more down to earth biological principal that what goes in must come out, not necessarily where and when you want it to.


Eight weeks into training, about midway through the sequence, my supervisor approached me.  “How’s Leo doing?” he asked.


“Well,” I hedged, “there’s good news, and there’s bad news.”


“What’s the good new?”


“He’s doing the work.”


“And the bad news?”


“He goes kennel crazy when he’s confined, and he has a strong bird and animal distraction.”  Given Leo’s history, I half expected Tom to wash him out then and there.


“He’s young.  Keep working him.  Make sure you check him out on the down chains in the dorm.”


We kept working.  Seven weeks later, my string was ready for class.  Tom and Bill observed silently as Charlie and I checked out each dog in turn.  Leo performed adequately.  His work was competent and accurate, and he showed no overt signs of distraction.  I knew that this behavior was probably just masked, not extinguished, but the supervisors seemed satisfied.


The next day, Tom observed Dr. Rosenthal as the experienced vet gave each dog a final physical before being cleared for placement with a blind person.  When Nancy brought in Leo it was obvious he was favoring his right hind foot.


“Hairline fracture of the third metatarsal,” Dr. Rosenthal diagnosed.  Probably from all that damn jumping.”


At first, I was secretly relieved.  This would get me off the hook of having to wash out Leo.  Even though he had come a long way, I would not have felt right about giving Leo to a client, knowing what I knew.  Leo would either be placed in another trainer’s string for retraining, or he would be rejected outright and given to one of the many families on the long waiting list for our rejected dogs.  It was the best thing all around.   Rejected dogs got great homes and usually made wonderful pets.  Then Tom called me aside and through me a curve.


“I’m going to have Leo put down.  I thought you should know.”


“Why is that, Tom?” I asked.

“His foot won’t heal if he stays in the kennel.  I can’t put him in class, and I can’t give him to anybody.”


“What about the family that raised him?” I asked.


“They sent him back early, remember?  They don’t ever want to see him again.”


“How about our waiting list for rejects?”


“We’ve got some pretty big donors on that list.  If one of them was to get Leo, or have a friend who got Leo, it could do some serious damage to our fundraising.”


“Why don’t we retread him?  Maybe he’ll settle down as he matures.”


“Like I told you, his foot is busted.  It’ll never heal in the kennel.  And to be honest with you, he’s just not worth the time and money.  It’s time to cut our losses.  Sorry.”


Leo was far from my favorite dog.  In fact, in many ways he was a real pain, there was no question about that.  Still, I hated to see him put down.  I couldn’t believe what I was about to do and hoped it wouldn’t cost me my relatively new marriage.  “How about if I take him and keep him until his foot gets better?”  I suggested.


Tom considered my proposition for a moment.  Then he responded.  “You can take him if you want him.  I just don’t want to see him back here again.”


And so it was we acquired Leo, “Just until we find him a home,” I assured my skeptical bride.


I wasn’t overly concerned.  I had an ace up my sleeve.  A family in our neighborhood had previously approached me about obtaining a dog.  As I drove home, thinking about placing Leo with this family, I knew the match would be a success.  Or it would be a disaster.


When matching a dog to a new owner or a new family, the first and best method is to match dogs and people with similar personalities and energy levels.  If this theory was correct, this match could not fail.  Leo was a dysfunctional dog.  This family was a dysfunctional family.


The father was long gone, leaving four kids, one boy and three girls, ranging in age from two to eight.  The household was headed by a working mom with an understandable propensity towards drink, a possible plus when dealing with Leo, I reasoned.  When I brought the dog over to the large, dilapidated house on our quiet street in the country, Leo thought he had died and gone to heaven.  Leo loved kids.  Not only did they provide an infinite amount of attention, but Leo knew they were also the source of an unlimited amount of toys to play with and food to eat.  Unfortunately, what Leo took to be toys often turned out to be assorted articles of clothing or school supplies the children had left lying around.  And while three normal dogs could probably have satisfied their appetite requirements with the amount of food found on the floor of this household, Leo found the pickings left on the dining room table too tempting to ignore.  The last straw was when mom came home from a hard day at work one day and found Leo standing on the dining room table, polishing off a pound of butter that had been left out.


“We can’t keep Leo,” the four sad eyed children announced when they allowed Leo to drag them back to my doorstep.  “He’s too bad, and he eats too much.”


Leo was ours.  At least until I found him another home.


The add was a masterpiece of simplicity and deception without resorting to outright prevarication:


One year old Black Labrador Retriever

neutered male

Loves kids.  Trained to Basic Obedience

FREE TO GOOD HOME


“If you ever give up dog training, I’m sure there’s a place waiting for you on Madison Avenue,” my wife remarked upon reading the ad.  I was confident the ad would work.  My wife was not so sure.  As usual, my wife was right.  No one called.


We posted the ad in the local paper, the weekly shopper, and at the neighborhood A&P supermarket.  During this week, Leo trashed our apartment twice, teepeed the apartment once, and managed to chew to bits a prized edition of J.A. Kersley’s classic book, Training the Retriever.  Our landlord’s elderly mother lived directly beneath us.  Deaf though she was, she was certain she heard burglars ransacking our apartment whenever we were gone.  If only we had been so lucky.  We received an ultimatum from our landlord, either the dog went or we did.  We anxiously awaited our calls.  Our optimism faded with each passing day.  Finally, after five days, we received one call.  It turned out to be the only call we would ever get.


The inquiry came from the proprietor of a nearby Italian restaurant/country and western bar called the Cricket, a very popular establishment in rural Westchester County.  This gentleman was looking for a companion dog for his two sons, ages seven and thirteen.  The way I handled his questions over the phone would have made my criminal-defense-attorney brother proud.


“Is the dog housebroken?”


“Yes, sir, so long as he doesn’t over eat.”


“What does ‘trained to basic obedience’ mean?”


“The dog will heel, come, sit, lie down, and stay when he’s on lead and handled correctly.”


“Does he like kids?”


“He loves kids.”


“Does he hunt?”


“I’ve never hunted him, but he’s sure got the energy for it, and he loves to pick things up.  He might make a good hunter.”


“Why are you getting rid of him?”


“He was supposed to be a guide-dog, but he likes squirrels and birds and rabbits too much.  But that’s what you want if you’re looking for a hunter,” I hastened to add.


There was silence for several seconds.  I worried that I had gone too far.  We waited breathlessly until I heard the bar owner’s voice again.


“Can I take a look at him.”


My wife and I smiled with relief.  “Sure, whenever is convenient for you.”


“How about ten A.M., Saturday, before we open? Bring him in through the restaurant doors.”


“No problem.  We’ll see you then.”


My wife and I hugged with joy and expectation, but we knew we were only half way home.  Now we had to close the sale, as my father would say.


I spent the next two days polishing up Leo’s basic obedience and play-fetching him with a tennis ball.  Saturday morning, Leo and I were both combed and brushed.  By show time, we were primed and ready.  I wore my Harris Tweed sport coat and my buckskin riding boots, figuring that between the two I would hit a responsive chord somewhere.  I even brought my wife along, hoping that her presence would add an air of credulity.  


The restaurant was dark.  The well spaced, round tables sported the requisite red and white checkered tablecloths.  Most of the chairs were upside down, on top of the tables, allowing the recently mopped floor to dry.  The bar owner and his two sons awaited us.  Like Leo, the seven-year-old could hardly contain his excitement.  The teenager was more reserved, more aloof.  He was one of those thirteen-year-olds who was going on fifty.  He leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets, taking everything in and not saying a word.  The father was a short, stocky Italian gentleman with dark curly hair.  The layer of fat that softened this man’s broad chest and well muscled arms only spoke well of his cooking.  Then a frightening thought hit me:  What if this man is mobbed up? Connected to organized crime?  I considered the consequences, then thought about Leo.  I decided to proceed as planned.


I put Leo through his paces:  “Leo, heel!”  Leo executed a perfect on-lead heel with an automatic sit upon stopping.  “Stay!”  I walked out to the end of the leash and, facing the sitting dog, gently pulled on the lead while Leo braced himself against breaking the command.  “Leo, down!”  Leo shot down.  “Leo, sit!”  Leo snapped up to the sitting position.  I did another down, then a stay from the down position.  Finally, I called, “Leo, come!”  The tightly wound, black dog raced to me and spun around to a sitting position at my side, all and all, a pretty impressive performance to the untrained eye.


The little boy was beside himself, jumping and clapping.  He ran to the dog, hugging and stroking him.  Leo returned the hugs with long tongued dog kisses.


“What do you feed him?” the father asked.


“Any good, dry dog food is fine.  It should be at least twenty percent protein and ten percent fat.  And don’t feed him too much.”


“Will he eat lasagna?  I usually have a lot of lasagna left over.”


“Geeze,” I hedged, “he’ll eat it.  But for God’s sake don’t give him any.  He’ll pig out on it and then you’ll have to let him out in the middle of the night.  If you’re lucky, you’ll get to let him out, that is.”


“Will he chew leather?  I got some prize western saddles and bridles I keep in the bar.”


I winced, hopefully not too noticeably.  “He’s a young dog, and he will chew leather.  And wood and slippers and anything else he can get a hold of, especially if he’s bored.”  I felt I’d better be up front with this man on this score.  The more he asked about the dog, the more he looked like he really might know plenty of characters with names like Vinnie and Rico.  “He also goes a little nuts if you leave him alone in a closed in area,” smaller than a bowling alley, I did not add.  “Make sure you tie him down on a chain first.”


The bar owner looked dubious.  “What do you think, John?” he asked the older boy.  He didn’t have to check with his younger son.


The teenager hadn’t moved from the time we arrived.  “I reckon he’ll do,” the adolescent drawled softly.


“How much do you want for him?” the father asked.


“Like the ad said, free to good home.  And I’ll toss in this special leash and some grooming equipment.  And this tennis ball he likes to fetch.”


“Will you take him back if he don’t work out?”


“No problem,” I lied. What else could I say?  We shook hands and left Leo happily fetching the tennis ball for the seven-year-old boy.


As we climbed into our pickup truck, my wife looked at me and said, “What if he’s connected?”


“We’re dead.  Do you want me to get Leo back?”


My wife considered both sides of the question, as I had.  “No,” she replied.  “It’s worth it.”


The following days were pure torture.  It was like waiting for a call from the doctor with the results from a medical test.  Any such call would most surely be unwelcome.  The phone would ring and we would both jolt with fear.  Our hearts would race.  Our breathing would cease.  


“You get this one.”


“No.  It’s your turn.  I got the last one.”


“No, you did not.”


“Yes I did!”


Then tentatively, “Hello.....” followed by a sigh of relief, a smile, and a nod to indicate that the call wasn’t about Leo.


This went on for three weeks.  After the first week, my wife suggested hopefully, “Maybe it’s okay.”


“Too soon,” I told her.  I was more familiar with Leo’s record than she was.


After two weeks passed we were both cautiously optimistic, especially my wife because she truly believed that Leo just needed the right home.  I had a different reason.  “They probably lost our phone number.”


At the end of the third week we began to relax.  We started to breathe normally again and only jumped a little when the phone rang.  We figured we were in the clear.  Either Leo had actually worked out in his new family, or they really had lost our phone number.  Either way, we were home free.  Of course, just to be on the safe side, we no longer patronized the Italian restaurant or the country and western bar at the Cricket.  We also shopped in Katonah, five miles away.


The months passed.  Fall and winter gave way to spring.  Easter came and still no word of Leo.  With Easter came company.  My brother (the criminal-defense-attorney) and his fiancée came to visit.  At the same time, a good friend from Chicago stopped by.  Our little apartment was crowded.  Floor space was at a premium.  Looking for something exciting to do one evening, I suggested, “Let’s go over to the Cricket for a few drinks and see how Leo is making out.”


My wife looked at me like I was crazy.  She had visions of a bar room brawl at best and the possibility of us returning with Leo at worst.  Everyone else thought it was a splendid idea.


We drove to the bar and strode in through the doors.  The five of us sat at the bar, taking up nearly half of the barstools.  It was early, and only one or two other patrons were there.  The proprietor himself was tending bar.  He looked at me suspiciously as we ordered our drinks, but he said nothing.  After two boilermakers worth of courage, I worked up enough nerve to ask, “Do you still have that black Lab I gave you?”


The bartender froze in his tracks.  He spun around quickly and pointed his thick index finger at my nose.  “I knew I knew you from somewhere!” he shouted.  “I left that damn dog in the bar one night, and he chewed up the straps to my best saddle!  And you were sure right about not feeding him lasagna.  I gave him a pan of it one night and he shit all over the place at four in the morning.  I was going to call you, but I lost your damn number!”


My wife was horrified.  My brother and my friend were looking for easy exits.


“You still have him?  You want me to take him back?”  My wife’s worst fear was being realized.


The man glowered at me.  “Hell no, I don’t want you to take him back.  That little black sonofabitch turned out to be the best damn dog we ever had.  He and my son are inseparable.  They work together, hunt together, hike together, sleep together....  The only time they’re apart is when the boy is in school, and then the dog just lies on the porch and waits.  He don’t hardly move from the time that boy goes in the morning to the time he gets off the school bus in the afternoon.  ‘Course, he’s probably just as glad for the chance to rest up.  That boy really works hell out of that dog.”


“That’s great,” I said, relieved.  “Sounds like you have a pretty active seven-year-old.”


“Oh, it ain’t the seven-year-old he’s latched on to.  It’s John, my oldest.”


“No kidding?  I didn’t think he much cared one way or another.”


“Oh, that’s just John’s way.  He don’t say much, but he’s got a good eye and a good mind.   You should see them.  I’ve never seen anything like it.  John don’t hardly say a word.  All he does is give that dog a look and a nod, maybe say one word, maybe, and that dog is right there.  He’s the best damn hunting dog I ever seen.  John’s thinking about entering him in some field trials.  You want to see him?  They’re right out back.  I’ll have John bring him in.”


Moments later, the bar owner returned, followed by his calm, now fourteen-year-old son.  At the boy’s side, executing a perfect off lead heel was Leo.  When John stopped, Leo came to a relaxed but immediate sit.  John nodded at me and then nodded to Leo.  This simple gesture released Leo from heel and gave him permission to explore and greet people.  The shiny black dog calmly made his way over to each patron of the bar.  He sniffed and greeted each patron in turn, his tail wagging good naturedly.


Leo sniffed me once, then sniffed my brother.  He sniffed me again and then went on to my friend.  He came back to me a third time and something clicked.


Leo’s tail started wagging furiously, sending undulations all up and down his body.  He started to spin, first in one direction then in the other.  And then he started to leap.  He leapt.  He jumped.  He bounced.  This time Leo leapt for joy, not because he was crazy, just because he was happy.


Once again, in accordance with the strictures of probability and the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, Leo was suspended exactly six-and-one-half feet above the ground. 
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