Ike and Charlie

© by D.M. Greenwald


Ike was the veteran in more ways than one.  Born in the South, raised in Harlem, blinded in World War II, Ike was one of the first graduates of our guide-dog school.  He had operated the same highly successful Broadway newsstand for almost twenty-eight years.  Briskly walking twelve blocks with his faithful guide-dog to and from work each day, regardless of weather, kept Ike fit, trim and alert despite his post middle age years.


Ike was back for training with what would become his third dog.  He had requested a good looking German Shepherd, and honoring that request had required Ike to wait three months longer than usual.  That wait had landed Ike in my class paired with one of my best dogs.


I was the new guy, an apprentice trainer, hired only six months earlier.  I had just completed training my first string of eight dogs, under close supervision.  Six or seven of my dogs would be used in my first class of blind people.  Four of my dogs were Labs, black and yellow.  Three were Golden Retrievers.  One dog was a lovely German Shepherd named Inga.


Inga was a beautiful, one-and-a-half year old black and tan German Shepherd.  She was level through the back, had straight-up forward pointing ears, tight hips, and was not overly down in the pasterns.  She naturally assumed the wonderful Shepherd alert stance whenever she stopped.  Inga was intelligent, loyal, loving and anxious to please.  She had neither the gastro-intestinal problems nor the character flaws we frequently saw in this much over-bred breed.  In short, she was everything a good German Shepherd should be, and that made her a perfect match for Ike.


Charlie was the supervisor.  After more than twenty years in the business there wasn’t much that Charlie did not know or had not seen.  More importantly, Charlie liked and knew how to deal with people, professional assets frequently overlooked in the guide-dog business.  With his calm good nature and his easy going jovial way, Charlie had a knack for putting students, dogs, and especially apprentice instructors at ease.


The dogs my in our class had been selected for our students on Saturday and presented to them on Sunday.  Monday morning, bright and early, we loaded the twelve student/dog teams into our school’s full size Dodge vans, preparing to head for town. Most of the students were nervous and awkward, trying to control their dogs as they had been instructed to do.  Ike and Inga were calm and relaxed, Inga sitting at Ike’s side, Ike holding a Styrofoam cup of coffee or some such beverage.


“Ike,” I suggested, “you might want to toss that coffee before you load up.  Wouldn’t want it to spill on you or a dog.”


“Oh, that’s alright, Dave, this ain’t coffee.  This here cup is fo’ my tabacca juice.”


Ike was a chewer.  I let it go.
The senior instructor drove the first van with his six units.  I drove the second van.  Charlie rode shotgun.  Already Ike and Inga were working smoothly together.  They rode with us, having loaded easily into the middle place in the rear bench seat of our van.  Ike’s handling of his dog was a fine example for our first time students who were all still struggling to control their dogs.


Except for Ike, the students were all nervous and tense.  That translated into five excited and very energetic dogs.  I was probably more nervous and excited than anybody.  Only Charlie and Ike (and, of course, Inga) were cool, calm and collected.


As we drove towards town, the tension in the van was palpable.  Charlie decided to loosen things up a little.  He tapped me on the arm and gave me a wink.


“Hey, Dave, let me out here.  I want to get another coffee.”


“I don’t know, Charlie, we’re running late as it is.  You should have gotten coffee back at the school.”


“Yeah, I know, but you don’t have to stop.  Just slow down a little.  I’ll jump out and then catch up with you later on.”


“You sure?” I asked, not sure myself what Charlie had up his sleeve.


“Yeah, I’m sure,” Charlie replied, giving me another wink.


I slowed the van down from fifty to thirty-five.


“Catch you all later,” Charlie called as he opened and then slammed closed the passenger side door.  Holding his index finger to his lips, he became perfectly silent in his seat.  I smiled as I caught on.


Our students perked up immediately, not quite believing what they had heard.  Some strained to pick up auditory confirmation of what had just taken place.  Others were just puzzled, knowing that a man cannot simply jump out of a moving van.  One or two were amazed.


“What just happened?” one student asked.


“I just let Charlie off to get coffee,” I told him.


“But Dave, you didn’t hardly slow down.”


“Charlie’s pretty nimble.  He just stood on the running board and hit the ground moving.  He’s okay, I think.”  By this time a couple of the students were catching on.  Charlie sat next to me, laughing silently.


One mile down the road I stopped for a light.  Charlie slammed the door again, puffing and panting like he was out of breath.  “Puff, puff, pant....It’s a good thing you stopped for this light,” Charlie explained, gasping for air, “otherwise, wheeze, pant..., I would never have caught up with you, pant, pant.....” 


“I told you we were running late, Charlie.  You should have gotten more coffee at the school.”


By now, most of the students had caught on.  Charlie had pushed it too far, pretending to catch up with the moving vehicle.  Four of the students were smiling, forgetting their nervousness.  Two of our students were still puzzled.  One was a congenitally blind young man from Alabama who had not known many adults who kidded around.  The other was Ike.  This caught us completely off guard, not only because we both knew how intelligent Ike was, but because Ike knew Charlie and Charlie’s ways better than anyone in the van.


“Now Charlie,” Ike began, “I been payin’ strict attention.  Ain’t no way you could jump outta this here movin’ van, buy you a cup o’ coffee, and then catch up with us again.”


“Oh, yeah, Ike,” Charlie grinned.  He couldn’t believe he had hooked Ike.  “I been working out since you were here last.  I’m in good shape.”  Charlie’s day was made.  His  smile stretched from ear to ear.


“I don’t believe it,” Ike insisted, still unsure of what exactly was going on.


Charlie couldn’t let it go.  A little further down the road he instructed me, “Slow down a little up here, Dave.  I need some cigarettes.”


I shook my head.  “Charlie, I told you we don’t have time, and besides, I have to get on the Parkway up here.  You’ll never catch up with us.”


“That’s okay.  I’ll meet you in town.”


I slowed down again, and Charlie slammed the door once more.  When I checked the rearview mirror I saw the twenty-one year old man from Alabama smiling and nodding his head.  But to our everlasting amazement Ike told me, “Now Dave, you didn’t hardly slow down at all that time.  How fast you doin’ anyway?”


“About fifty,” I told him.  “I slowed down to forty-five.”


“That’s what I’m talkin’ about.  Ain’t no way Charlie could jump outta no movin’ van doin’ forty-five mile an hour, I don’t care how nimble he is.”


“Well, I have to admit, he did bounce a few times this time.  I hope he’s all right.”  A suspicious look crossed Ike’s face.  Charlie was doubled over.  The other students were smiling, but they played along as I pulled onto the Parkway.


One quick exit later, I slowed for the off ramp.  When we hesitated for the yield sign at the bottom, Charlie slammed the door.


“Puff, puff, gasp, puff..., man, puff, puff...., I gotta quit smokin’ these things, puff, gasp, pant.....  I almost didn’t catch up with you this time, puff, pant, wheeze....”


This time Ike caught on.  He smiled slightly and nodded his head.  “Okay for you, Charlie.  Okay for you....,” was all he said, softly, as we pulled into our work place in town.


The class progressed nicely despite the winter weather and adverse sidewalk conditions we had to contend with.  We had a nice mix of students, most of them new guide-dog users.  They were good spirited, conscientious workers who were all supportive of each other.  Ike, of course, turned out to be our star.  Inga worked flawlessly, and Ike handled her effortlessly yet with precision.  Often Ike offered useful tips and advice or much needed encouragement to one new student or another.  If a student was having difficulty, we would pair him or her with Ike, knowing that Ike and Inga would take charge and help the other team through the lesson.  When we worked the subway in The City, Ike was invaluable.  He knew the system like it was his own backyard, and he kept the other students relaxed with stories of his underground exploits and his own self-assuredness.


Ike functioned more like an extra instructor than another student, and I certainly learned much more from him than he learned from me.  By the end of the third week of training, one week sooner than the first-time students, Ike and Inga were ready to go home.


I saw Ike the evening before his departure, standing on the walk outside his room, encouraging Inga to relieve herself in the park area.


“Hey, Dave, look over yonder.  Can you see if my dog did anything?  She’s been whining something awful.”


My heart sank as I spotted a dark, reddish-brown, semi-gelatinous glob not far from the gutter.  “She been acting funny?” I asked.


“Since we finished class.  Kinda antsy, you know?  I figure she knows we’re gettin’ ready to go.  Gettin’ all excited.”


“Hang on, Ike.  I want Charlie to take a look at this.”  I raced off to find my supervisor.  A sick dog the night before she was supposed to go home with someone was the last thing I wanted in my first class, but I was more concerned for Ike.  He loved that dog.


Charlie grimaced when he saw the glob.  “How long has she been acting funny?” Charlie asked Ike.  He examined the dog carefully.  Charlie could be very professional when he had to be.


“Like I told Dave, Charlie, she been antsy since we finished up class.  You think she’s okay, Charlie?”


“I don’t know yet.  We’ll have to check her out.”  Then to me, “Run a stool sample.”


“I ran one yesterday, Charlie.  She was clean.”


“Run one again and save some for Arnie.  Then run it and the dog over to him for a complete check-up.  I’ll call to let him know you’re coming.”  Arnold Rosenthal was the veterinarian the school used.


I scooped the reddish-brown, almost liquid mass into a plastic cup.  Charlie took one last close up look and immediately skewed up his face, holding his nose.  It even smelled worse than expected.


The tests I ran for worms again turned out negative.  So did the vet’s.  Doc Rosenthal carefully examined Inga from head to toe but found nothing obvious.  He drew some blood but those tests turned out negative also.  He decided to keep Inga overnight and check her again in the morning.  I reported back to Charlie, who was in a meeting with the Director of Training and the Superintendent of the school.


“What else we got in the kennel?” the training director asked.


“Chuck’s got a couple of Shepherds,” Charlie informed him, “but they’re not like this dog.”


“Maybe we can get Ike to stay one more week till the new dog bonds with him.  Then one of us can go into The City and work with them there,” the director suggested.


“Ike will be heartbroken,” I put in, unsure of my place.  “He loves this dog.”


“Can’t be helped,” the superintendent explained.  “We can’t put out a sick dog.  You and Charlie explain the situation to Ike.  See if he’ll go for it. Otherwise, we may have to have him come back later.”


I was absolutely miserable as Charlie and I walked to Ike’s room.  Inga was my ace dog.  I had given her to a star student.  Now she was on the verge of washing out.  I had no idea how we were going to explain it to Ike.”


“Let me do the talking,” Charlie advised as we crossed the yard.  It was fine with me.  We knocked on Ike’s door.


“What’d the vet say?” Ike anxiously asked.


“He’s not sure yet,” Charlie replied.  “He thinks it might be gastritis or colitis.  He’s keeping her overnight.”


“What about the sample you run?”


“It was negative, Isaac, but that don’t mean much.  We don’t want to take any chances.”


Ike knew Charlie was serious when he used his given name.  “You ain’t thinkin’ ’bout giving me another dog, are you, Charlie?”


“We may have to, Ike.  You think you could stay another week if necessary?”


Ike’s head dropped.  He shook it sadly.  “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie.  I don’t blame Dave.  He’s new.  He got a lot to learn.  But you been in this business a long time, ain’t you, Charlie?”


“Yes, I have, Ike.”


“How long you been in this business, Charlie?”


“More than twenty-one years,” Charlie replied, morosely.  He knew he was about to take some heat.  “It’ll be twenty-two years come May.”


Ike nodded glumly.  “More’n twenty-one years in the guide-dog business, Charlie, an’ you still ain’t learned to tell the difference ’tween a sick dog an’ a well one,” Ike sighed.  “More’n twenty one years in the business, Charlie, an’ you still can’t tell the difference ’tween a pile o’ dog shit an’ a mess o’ my tabaccy juice.”  


Ike sucked his teeth.  A smile crossed his face.  From ear to ear.
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