TINA AND THE DOGNAPPERS – by Burton Barrows
It was the second and final day of the Brighton Kennel Club Annual Dog Show, the big regional event of the year for owners, breeders and the general public. Held at the Brighton Fair Grounds, with 12 rings, and as many as a hundred and twenty breeds competing, the show brought thousands of visitors from all over the United States. A large, striped circus tent comprised the central pavilion in which a dozen or more vendors hawked hot dogs, fish and chips, pizza, hoagies and a multi-ethnic choice of foods and beverages. Surrounding the central pavilion were dozens of gayly colored smaller tents, offering every dog-related, some only distantly related, thing imaginable.
It was an exciting, circus-like atmosphere and Irma Wappelhorst was in seventh heaven. Tina, CH Hardaway's Concertina Medley, had captured Best Of Opposite Sex in the Chow Chow competition. As this would be Tina's last show before whelping, Irma was doubly delighted. The puppies, sired by CH Rachek's Homerian Hero, call name Homer, would have an auspicious beginning and an outstanding tradition to live up to, with both parents champions. If only Emil could have lived to share this moment with her, but the moment was too joyful to dwell on such thoughts.
She had just put Tina in her crate, and was gathering things together to put in her duffel bag, when an older gentleman approached her. She had seen him taking pictures when they were in the ring, and assumed he was either a breeder or a dog fancier. "Can I help you with that?" He smiled and pointed at the crate. He seemed like a nice enough person and Tina weighed in at 54 pounds, so Irma was grateful for the offer. Together, they lifted the crate and slid it into the back of her big Buick station wagon. He handed her the duffel bag and she placed it between the crate and the side of the car, so the crate wouldn't slide sideways. She closed the tailgate and turned to thank him, but he had already walked away. Puzzled, she shook her head, got into the car and started on her way back to Riverdale.
She hadn't seen him jot down the number on her license plate. Joe Vetusek was alive and well, and free to attend dog shows, because he was an artist at disappearing when it became convenient. To those who saw him, he was Mr Everyman, and many of his victims could only remember that they had thought he was "the guy who lives down the street." Descriptions of him, posted in various police stations around the country, variously described him as Hispanic, German, "maybe Russian," Swedish, among others. His hair had been described as "reddish," brown, grey, "salt and pepper," blonde; no two descriptions of the color of his eyes, height, posture or build, ever seemed to match. That was his stock in trade. Joe was a grifter, an accomplished con-man whose specialty was wealthy widows. In between times in the practice of his specialty, he developed a knack for picking up odd jobs that suited his particular talents. His only criteria in choosing such jobs were that they had to be short term, the shorter the better, highly remunerative, and that they be illegal. Any activity conducted within the law, had to be boring to his way of thinking.
Several years earlier he had met a breeder of English Bulldogs who wanted a job done and was willing to pay for it. It was at a dog show and the breeder gave him a tiny hypodermic needle with about 4 cc's of a clear liquid in it. The man pointed out a competitor's bull dog and said the injection had to be made within fifteen minutes of judging time. Joe handled it very well. The dog collapsed in the show ring and died on the way to the vet's, but Joe made a quick hundred bucks and that was the important thing. As the word got around, this phase of Joe's business picked up remarkably and he developed a clientele among a certain class of breeders. Sometimes it was a little white pill in the drinking water or a piece of liver with a little something injected into it. Sometimes the dog survived, but mostly they didn't. Joe congratulated himself on his newly developed specialty. Besides, he kind of enjoyed the carnival atmosphere of the dog shows. The Brighton show marked a new, and substantially more profitable, avenue of endeavour. One of the Chow Chow breeders with whom he had done business had bought a bitch with an impeccable pedigree, but she had turned out to be a breeder's nightmare. After several failed litters, he decided that a way to recoup his investment - and even make a few bucks - would be to substitute a top quality bitch to produce puppies that he could sell as coming out of his bitch. All he needed was a top quality bitch - and that's when he called on Joe.
Joe had spent a day with the breeder. He was to locate a winning bitch, preferably red in color, but black or cream (as long as she had a black nose) would be OK, definitely not a blue, an off- black charcoal-like color prized in chows. Joe left with $250 in his pocket and a promise of $500 more when the bitch was delivered. Tina seemed to meet all of the requirements. He hadn't known she was pregnant when he had decided on her, and that was a bonus the breeder chose not to tell him about.
Sergeant Rod Murphy was on duty when Mrs. Wappelhorst came in to the police station to report her dog , Tina, had been stolen. He asked if she was sure the dog had been stolen and had not just wandered off. She showed him the padlock that had been cut, and he was convinced that the dog had not just escaped through the fence. She was in tears, something Sergeant Murphy understood. He had a dog, Jeff, not much of a dog, not very good at hunting and definitely not a show dog, but old Jeff was a faithful friend and had been Rod's companion for seven years. He knew exactly how Mrs. Wappelhorst felt and was really upset at the thought that anyone would steal her dog. He assured her they would do everything possible to recover Tina, and he meant every word of it. With permission from Chief Wilbur Wright (no relation to the famous brothers), he was relieved of his desk duties and started full time on the investigation. He talked to the neighbors who, for the most part, remembered seeing nothing suspicious. One lady remembered seeing an old white van, with two men in it, cruising through the neighborhood, but assumed they were repairmen of some sort. She hadn't thought to look at the license plate, and had no idea what make or model the van might be. Sergeant Murphy entered the information in his note book, but couldn't see how it would help his investigation.
He remembered reading something about puppy mills a few months back, so he called Charley Bascombe over at the newspaper and asked if he remembered the article. Charley did and told Rod he would look it up and call back. About 20 minutes later he called to say that he had found the article and was making a copy of it. Rod had Officer Nick Knowles pick it up and bring it into the station. The article was a report on a puppy mill operator, one Anna Bonano, who had been closed down in another state, who had purchased property near Oakville, and had started an extensive operation there. Local animal rights activists had tried to close her down, but a local judge had ruled there was no difference between raising cattle and raising dogs. The ruling had been appealed, but the case could be before the courts for years. Under the judge's ruling, local health authorities had gone as far as they could, to make sure Bonano's operation met the minimum sanitation requirements, but the puppy mill was flourishing. Sergeant Murphy decided the puppy mill would be a good place to start looking for Tina.
He talked to Dr. Whitmore, the local veterinarian, and learned about tattoos and microchip implants. When he left he had Tina's microchip number and a scanner for reading the microchips. Driving his patrol car, armed with a Court Order issued by County Judge Willoughby, he headed for Oakville where he checked in with the police department. They knew all about "Anna Banana", as they called her, and were eager to help in any way they could. They gave him directions to her place, and warned him not to enter the gate until she had caged the two guard dogs that roamed the property. There had been three of them, but one had been shot when he attacked an Oakville peace officer. Since then she had made sure they were caged before opening the gate to visitors. The property was surrounded with a six foot cyclone fence topped with three strands of barbed wire. There were two mobile homes on the property and two long sheds that looked like chicken coops. He pulled up in front of the big double gate and honked his horn. There were no dogs loose inside the fence. He saw a face appear briefly at a window in the mobile home nearest the driveway, but no one came out. He waited about five minutes then turned on his siren. The woman who came running out, face contorted with anger, was shouting at him. He grinned and left the siren on until she got to the gate, then turned it off.
She was still shouting, "Turn that goddammned thing off." He grinned again. "Yes ma'am, I just did." She glared at him. "What do you want?" "I'd like to ask you a few questions, ma'am." "Well, I don't have time to answer questions." He held up the Court Order and asked, "Does that mean you are refusing to obey a Court Order?" She glared at him again.
"What do you want to know?" He told her that if she opened the gate, he would come in and explain why he was there. She opened the gate and he drove in. Sergeant Murphy had been a cop for almost twenty years and thought he had seen everything there was to see in the form of degradation and misery, but he hadn't seen a puppy mill. Hundreds of dogs in wire cages, some of them still hopeful and tail-wagging, but most resigned to their misery, sleeping in their own feces. He remembered that the health department had approved the operation and wondered if some one had been paid off. At the end of one of the sheds there were a dozen or so dead dogs, and the stench was overpowering. He examined a dozen Chows, four of which had implants. He scanned them and recorded the numbers, but none matched Tina's. He asked to examine her records of purchases and sales. Her objections were laced with obscenities, but he reminded her that he was authorized to place her under arrest if she did not obey the court order.
 
The second mobile home was an office and a sort of makeshift infirmary. The books were revealing, and Rod wished he had taken more courses in accounting. He learned that a substantial portion of her sales were to research laboratories and universities, some of them with very prestigious names. The pet stores accounted for a smaller number of sales, almost all purebred, or presumably purebred. Purchases were less easy to trace. There were a lot of cash disbursements, in varying amounts, labeled "animals "Purchased". She also bought from breeders. Rod suspected she bought their defective dogs. His main interest was in Chow breeders and there were only two listed, with no purchases indicated in the past two months. He wrote down the names of the Chow breeders along with their addresses.
By this time the overall stench of the place, mixed with the oppressive presence of Anna Bonano, was getting to him. He felt nauseous. She opened the gate for him, still glaring, hatred naked in her eyes. No words were exchanged as he drove off. He pulled over to the side of the lane to check his notes and to plan his next step before turning onto the main road. After looking over his notes, he decided he would submit a report to the Oakville Police Department on the sanitation conditions and let them decide whether to take it up with the health department. He closed his notebook and was about to pull away, when a battered white van turned into the lane and passed him, headed for the puppy mill. There were two men in it and the driver slowed down for a moment when he saw the patrol car. The sergeant had just enough time to make a note of the license number before the van speeded up and disappeared down the lane. He got a good look at the driver, but couldn't see the passenger. He added a description of the driver under the note he had made of the license plate number.
At the Oakville Police Station, he made out his report and gave it to Sergeant Nealey who read it and, smiling, said, "I think we can nail her with this. Won't put her out of business, but it might slow her down." Murphy then told him about the white van and Nealey became serious, "Jojo and The Screamer. They're a couple of punks, druggies, who'll do anything for a fix. We think they're stealing dogs and selling them to Anna Banana, but we haven't anything to go on." Reaching for a microphone, Nealey called Car 29. When the officer came on, he told him that Jojo and The Screamer were at Anna Banana's, and to "check them out" when they left her place. Nealey thanked Sergeant Murphy for the information and assured him he would do anything he could to help the investigation. He then said that he had a dog, Sliver, a dachsy, and that he would kill anyone who harmed her. Sergeant Murphy told him about his dog, Jeff and, when he left, it was Rod and Harry, two sergeants who had just become friends.
It hadn't been more than an hour after he got back to the station in Riverdale when he got a call from Sergeant Nealey. The officer who had been assigned to "check out" Jojo and The Screamer, had stayed way back and followed them when they left Anna's. They had been apprehended in the act of dumping 15 dead dogs into the Weirton River, a felony under county law. The Oakville Police were holding them, and Sergeant Murphy was invited to question them about Tina's disappearance.
It was late in the afternoon. It had been a long day, so Sergeant Murphy said he would be there the next morning. Sergeant Nealey assured him the suspects would still be there when he arrived. Rod arrived at the Oakville police station at eight the next morning. Jojo, Joseph Collins, and The Screamer, Teddy Angelo, had obtained the services of a lawyer, and the interrogation started out very poorly. No matter what the question asked by the sergeant, the lawyer advised his clients not to answer.
After twenty minutes of this, a frustrated Murphy decided this wasn't going to work. He went to Sergeant Nealey and told him the problem. Nealey told him to wait in the office for a few minutes while he talked to the suspects and the attorney. Twenty minutes later he returned and told Murphy, "I think it will go a little bit better now." An hour later, Sergeant Murphy had all the information he needed. They had confessed to stealing Tina, told him who hired them and where she had been delivered. They had given him a phone number for the man who had hired them as well as the name of the kennel to which they had taken her. It was one of the two kennels Sergeant Murphy had on his notes from the Anna Bonano investigation. He was exultant when he asked Sergeant Nealey what he had said to make them so willing to communicate. Nealey smiled and said, " I gave them their choice of seven years hard time for dumping the dogs in the river, or taking their chances on what they would get by answering your questions. Their lawyer told them to answer your questions."
Two days later, a very pregnant Tina was delivered to her owner. It was a joyful reunion. Just two days after her return, Tina delivered six beautiful puppies - two black males, a cream female, two red males and a red female. Sergeant Rod Murphy was named godfather of the litter and given his choice of puppies.
Based on evidence supplied by Jojo and The Screamer, Anna Bonano was put out of business and sentenced to three years in prison. It turned out she was paying off Jojo and The Screamer in drugs. Her puppy mill operation was legal, for the time being, but she couldn't operate it from prison.
Joe Vetusek was given ten months in the County jail, and the authorities finally had his picture and his fingerprints. This would limit his activities when he got out of jail. The breeder had his license revoked and was given a three year suspended sentence. Sooner or later he would be in business again but, for the time being, the world was little bit better place.
Rod decided it was time to talk to Jeff about an addition to the family.

