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Rethinking Rescue

“A story like no other, set at the intersection of animal rights and human rights . . . [It] will break your heart, open your heart, and shine a light on a bond that transcends class.”

—Steve Lopez, bestselling author of The Soloist

“Lori Weise’s heroic work keeps animals with the people who love them.”

—Danny Trejo, actor and New York Times bestselling author of Trejo: My Life of Crime, Redemption, and Hollywood

“Animal lovers everywhere can take heart from the story of Lori Weise, whose trailblazing crusade brought social justice to the animal welfare brigade.”

—Sandy Banks, Los Angeles Times columnist covering social, racial, and economic forces in California

“In this compelling and important story, Carol Mithers explores the unexpected impacts of economic inequality on America’s pets and pet owners. Highlighting the groundbreaking work of Lori Weise amid key moments in the larger rescue movement suggests solutions to some of today’s central human-animal issues.”

—Abigail Disney, filmmaker, philanthropist, and activist

“An eye-opening look at the systemic challenges faced by loving pet owners whose only ‘crime’ is being poor—and the inspiring advocates working tirelessly to give both animals and humans a life-changing (and in some cases, life-saving) helping hand.”

—Bobbi Dempsey, journalist covering poverty and income inequality

“Through the unforgettable story of one amazing woman, Rethinking Rescue tells the uplifting but often heartbreaking story of how the modern animal rescue movement has both saved and failed our nation’s dogs—and their humans. As it takes us on a journey into a world where animal welfare meets and collides with America’s seemingly intractable inequality, the book asks some hard questions. It’s a haunting and compelling read, one that’s all but impossible to put down till the final page.”

—Helaine Olen, Omidyar Network Reporter in Residence and author of Pound Foolish: Exposing the Dark Side of the Personal Finance Industry
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America is two countries now—the country of its narrative and the country of its numbers.

—TOM JUNOD, “The State of the American Dog”
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January 2023

Southeast Los Angeles

THE PUPPY HAD GOTTEN INTO THE METH. SHE HELD HERSELF very still, eyes slits, a sliver of pink tongue protruding. Now and then, she squeaked. It was hard to tell if she was stoned or dying.

Distraught, Reena reached through the open trailer window and dropped her into Lori Weise’s arms. Two months before, her young Doberman mix, Luna, had given birth to six puppies, and now half were dead. The last had died in the jaws of her other dog, Kiki, a low-slung gray pit bull. It was probably because Kiki had thought the puppy was a rat—there were a lot of rats inside Reena’s trailer, so it was an honest mistake. Still, Reena didn’t want another death on her conscience. Lori, the head of Downtown Dog Rescue, had been coming to this neighborhood for a year. Reena had faith in her. She could take the puppy to the vet.

“You’ll bring her back, right?”

“We’ll see,” Lori said evenly, the small body warm against her. She was always careful not to make promises she might not be able to keep.

In early 2023, encampments of unhoused people stretched all through Los Angeles, but these blocks south of downtown and north of Watts, where county and city borders met, were like the far edge of nowhere. At least a hundred men and women lived with uncounted numbers of dogs and cats in rusted-out, tarp-covered RVs, vans, and cars. Below walls topped with razor wire to protect local businesses, sidewalks lay buried in trash. There were no trees, water, power, bathrooms, services of any kind.

Even here, Reena’s place stood out. She spent her days scavenging with a shopping cart, Luna at her side, and kept everything she found. County crews had been out that morning to clear the worst of the mountain of garbage that had grown around her trailer, one so high and wide it blocked the street. But mounds of junk still cluttered the trailer’s roof and stewed in rain puddles at its doorless entrance: bicycle parts, paper, wrappers, rags, a pile of feces, a decomposing rat. A ragged length of green-and-red Christmas tinsel hung from the antenna, and two dozen wrapped heads of cauliflower, pulled from some supermarket dumpster, slowly rotted on an outside shelf. A fecal stench rose from the street and trailer window.

“Is the puppy gonna die?” Reena asked. It was hard to say how old she was—forties?—or of what ethnicity. Most of the people on these blocks were Latino, local kids who’d grown up in the area and never left. Reena could speak Spanish but had an Anglo’s pale skin and blue eyes. Her hair stood on end, tips dyed purple. Her teeth were broken, her hands blackened with dirt. She wore a long black cape, its hood pulled over her head, like a figure from a scary fairy tale.

“I hope not,” Lori said. “We’ll get her checked out right away.”

Reena nodded. Like virtually everyone around her, she was a drug user. Thankfully, today she seemed sober—when she was on a meth high she whispered and walked in circles—and was alone. There was a boyfriend in the picture, who held title to the trailer and used the ownership as a weapon. Once, when Lori knocked, Reena emerged to announce, “We were fucking!” and her face and feet were cut, as if she’d been beaten.

“What about the two other puppies?” Lori asked. “I’m worried about them. I can have the vet check them out.”

That appeal might work. Reena was a mess, but Lori thought she had a good heart. Over time, she’d learned there were two kinds of street dwellers with pets: those who valued them only for protection or bred them for money, and true animal lovers. Reena seemed the latter. Both her dogs had been strays, wandering hungry until she took them in.

“No.” Reena pointed at Luna, who nuzzled Lori in search of a pat. “Losing all her babies will freak her out.”

“Okay,” Lori agreed. “Not today.” It broke her heart to leave the puppies behind, but this wasn’t the time to push. Her work in the area was a planned, strategic operation that could have an outsized impact on LA’s pet overpopulation. None of the free-roaming animals on these blocks had ever been taken to a vet, vaccinated, or fixed, and they sickened, suffered, and reproduced accordingly—look-alike sibling and half-sibling offspring were everywhere. In one week alone, ten puppies had been found in trash heaps. The residents had come to accept Lori’s offers of pet food, medicine, and spay/neuter surgery because they’d learned to trust her. Nearly thirty years working in the grittiest reaches of LA had taught her that to get there, you had to go slow. You couldn’t lecture or snatch animals and run.

It was time for her to get out. Lori was very aware that two young men fiddling with a nearby RV kept looking her way. Maybe not surprisingly—a very slender, almost-six-foot-tall, whiter-than-white fiftysomething woman with red hair was obviously, blazingly, an outsider. Even dressed in plain cargo pants and a fleece, she had a rough elegance. Her posture was perfect; she moved like a dancer. To be noticed was a danger. Powerful gangs ran the local drug trade, along with the underground gambling operations called tap-taps. Owe them, cross them, and you could end up dead. The blackened hulks of firebombed trailers sat on several blocks as a warning. The victim of the most recent attack was in the hospital with third-degree burns.

“Take care of yourself, Reena. We’re off to the vet.”

“Keep her awake.”

“I will. I’ll be back.”

That promise she could keep. The woman they called “Dog Lady” always came back. And she’d felt drawn to these streets ever since she first saw them. They reminded her of the time and place where she found her life’s work: downtown LA in the late 1990s, its sidewalks and alleys full of homeless dogs and people. Another world of need that no one else seemed to see.

The story of the Dog Lady isn’t the kind of standard pet tale that one usually encounters, one in which a photogenic dog or cat suffers, then is saved by a heroic human. That story has become so ubiquitous that we don’t even consider its origins, much less notice what it leaves out or its effect on us.

Lori’s journey began at a pivotal moment for domestic animals. Two overlapping and complementary movements were striving to upend more than one hundred years of accepted policy and vastly improve conditions for pets. “No kill” aimed to end the routine slaughter of unwanted dogs and cats in the nation’s animal shelters; “rescue” was a volunteer effort to find those same animals homes. To an extraordinary degree, both succeeded, in practice and in the wider culture. As the routine killing of homeless animals was redefined as a moral outrage, shelter policies changed. Adopting a shelter pet became a badge of honor. Although the killing never stopped entirely, the number of animals who died plunged.

Less benevolently, as these movements created a subculture that absorbed vast amounts of time, money, and political will, they also popularized a central narrative: Animals were imprisoned to suffer and sometimes die in shelters because bad humans failed them. Good and righteous humans saved them, undoing the evil that others had caused. Explicitly, implicitly, this narrative permeated the no kill/rescue world, then beyond. It was there in a YouTube video showing a gentle-eyed young woman offering food to a fearful hungry dog, in the paraded images of misery that made up humane organizations’ fundraising appeals, in a journalist’s account of a man taking neglected dogs from overcrowded Southern shelters to adopters in the Northeast, where he “scoops them up in his powerful arms, and places each one in the bosom of their new loving family.”1 Stirring but also deeply judgmental, it was embraced by the movement’s mostly white and affluent supporters, who saw themselves on the “righteous” side of the equation. As Nathan Winograd, one of the no kill movement’s more strident advocates, put it, the history of animal sheltering, euthanasia, and the effort to stop it was a simple story “of heroes and villains, betrayal and redemption.”2 I believed that myself, until I got to know Lori.

I met her in 2012. By then, the no kill/rescue movements’ imperatives were mainstream. Across the country, men and women proudly introduced their four-legged Buddys and Jacks as “my rescue.” I’d heard enough slogans like “Adopt, Don’t Shop” that when my family decided to get a dog in 1999, we didn’t for a second consider going to a breeder. I knew almost nothing about rescue mechanics, though. A classified ad for “pet adoptions” led us to Haskell, a middle-aged yellow Lab, who’d been found as a stray and was being offered by a rescue group. It was the first such group I’d ever dealt with, and I was floored to be given a long application questionnaire and to discover someone would be coming to check our yard for fence height and shade. (Five years later, after Haskell passed away, we went back to the group and adopted Casey, a Chow-mix puppy; this time, as “repeat adopters,” we were excused from inspection.) Then I got interested in a story set in the rescue world. To learn more about it, I reached out to an old friend who ran her own rescue. She also suggested I contact Lori.

We got together in downtown LA and talked outside the upscale furniture factory that she managed. For more than fifteen years the factory had been Downtown Dog Rescue’s home base, and its parking lot held a kennel with several dozen street and shelter dogs that were on their way to new homes. The interview was helpful and eventually I wrote the piece. But that day I also listened, open-mouthed, to some of Lori’s stories about her years downtown and her ongoing work with low-income and homeless pet owners in South LA and Compton. I wanted to write about her, although what I imagined lay firmly within the conventional narrative, all savior and suffering. That piece never got written. The next eleven years, during which I talked to Lori at first intermittently, then constantly, taught me how complex a “simple” story could be.

It goes without saying that humans are to blame for much of domestic animals’ misery. We treat pets carelessly, acquire and dispose of them as casually as a piece of fast fashion, lose and ignore them, remain shockingly ignorant of how to provide them with good care. Some people abuse them in unthinkable ways. But the majority of dogs and cats held by shelters and rescues aren’t victims of deliberate cruelty. They’re more likely to have begun their lives as poor people’s pets.

Some 20 million American pets live in poverty with their people, and millions more at poverty’s edges. Their people’s class isn’t incidental to these animals’ fates. It’s the pets of humans who can’t find low-cost spay/neuter services that disproportionately produce unwanted (and then surrendered) litters. It’s the pets of people without the cash to pay shelter redemption fees that remain behind bars if they’re picked up after escaping the yard. It’s the pets of people without the funds to pay for emergency veterinary care that are turned over to the shelter when they become sick or injured, sometimes in the mistaken belief that an on-site veterinarian will treat them. It’s the pets of people without housing options that are given away when no affordable pet-friendly rentals exist.

Nor are these people’s relationships with their pets incidental to what happens to them. Renters get evicted when landlords suddenly institute or enforce “no-pets” rules. The unhoused “choose” to stay on the street and domestic violence victims with their abusers when the alternative is a refuge that won’t allow a dog or cat. Children are traumatized when their parents’ economic struggles separate them from a beloved pet—a rupture that UC Riverside professor and author Katja M. Guenther has called “a kind of community violence.” Animals in shelters don’t necessarily belong to humans who didn’t love them, but to those who lacked resources, chiefly money.

The conventional rescue story, which begins with a pet abandoned to suffer in the shelter and ends happily in a new home while lauding the heroism of its rescuer, renders these humans invisible. Or worse, it condemns them to become “those people,” irresponsible and uncaring, owners who don’t deserve a pet and whose animals are better off elsewhere anyway. That narrative, which tapped into ready human emotions like outrage, was useful for engendering sympathy and soliciting donations. It also fed the contempt that many comfortable Americans already felt for the less fortunate. Americans’ embrace of increased protection for animals helped decrease our sympathy for fellow humans. The conventional rescue story affected not only how we saw dogs and cats, but how we saw each other.

Lori and Downtown Dog Rescue were the first in Los Angeles and among the first in the nation to challenge that thinking. To say that powerful human–animal bonds exist across neighborhoods and classes, and that those who struggle to care for their pets deserve help, not blame. To insist that there’s a difference between protecting animals and blaming humans without resources for failing to care for them. That pets didn’t fill shelters because bad people failed them as much as because owners in poverty were in situations that doomed them to fail.

To understand this more complicated animal–human tale, I spent many hours with Lori, and I also volunteered at some community petcare clinics that Downtown Dog Rescue held in Skid Row and perennially underserved South LA. I sat with Lori’s second-in-command, Amanda Casarez, at the busy animal shelter that serves one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods and witnessed the way tangible help enabled low-income families in crisis to hold on to their pets. I spoke to people who’d known and worked with Lori, and other rescuers, a few of whom I followed on their visits to local shelters. I interviewed academics, veterinarians, housing attorneys, humane movement honchos, and one accused animal hoarder. Early one Saturday, I drove fifty miles east to observe the arrival and handover of several dozen shih tzus that had been rescued from a breeder-hoarder. The sight of them, their hair so long, matted, and knotted with filth they could barely move, was unforgettable, as was their stench. (All were placed in new homes.) I visited the idyllic Best Friends Animal Sanctuary in Kanab, Utah, and passed many hours in my far less scenic home office following rescue feuds and debates on Facebook. Early in the project, my family adopted Pinta, a young Rottweiler and shelter veteran; toward its end, we cried as we let go of the now-aged Casey.

I also watched as Lori’s place in the wider humane movement changed. For a long time, she was a little-known outlier with dangerously wacky ideas. Sterilize a dog and then return it to an unhoused owner? “That’s not what a rescuer does!” a woman once shouted at her on a downtown street. As Lori’s visions became programs that built a safety net cradling both animals and vulnerable humans, and kept tens of thousands of animals out of shelters and with the people who loved them, she was instead considered an innovator and selfless community activist. (Several people described her to me as “the Mother Teresa of Los Angeles,” the kind of honorific that makes her cringe.)

During these years the larger movement had come to realize something Lori understood early on: in twenty-first-century America, even a “simple” story about needy dogs and cats is part of a larger one about inequality, race, class, and gender. A great deal of animal suffering is inextricably tied to the suffering of humans. You can’t talk about one without the other.




PART I

Desperado Dogs
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Girl, Lost

ONE AFTERNOON IN 1975, WHEN LORI WEISE WAS TEN, SHE went for a drive with her father and spotted a spring-green Datsun pickup truck.

“When I grow up, that’s the car I want,” she told him.

“What will you do with something like that?” he asked.

“I’m going to have a lot of dogs.”

“How many?”

“Twenty.”

He laughed. “You can’t live in a house with twenty dogs!”

“I’m not going to live in a house,” she said indignantly. “I’m not getting married. I’m going to have a truck and live with my dogs.”

Animals were always her anchor. There were the horses she dreamed of riding, the family cat that slept on her pillow, the German shepherd named Heidi that her parents bought from a breeder back when that was what people did.

There was little else to hold. From the outside, the Weises were just another middle-class white family, a father, mother, three kids, and a dog who lived in a small tract house in a small LA suburb amid miles of flat, residential sprawl. They had a patch of lawn and an orange tree and, to the north, the dark wall of the San Gabriel Mountains, looming behind a curtain of smog. The mom and kids went to Mass on Sunday and visited the grandparents after. At night, they prayed for helpless animals and the world’s children who didn’t have enough to eat.

They were good neighbors. Money was always tight, but Lori’s mother gave dinner and a hot bath to the four siblings across the street when their even more cash-strapped mom “forgot” to pay the gas bill. When the Weises made a rare trip to Disneyland and passed someone who’d broken down on the freeway, even as the kids moaned “No, pleeease!” they pulled over to help.

Lori’s mother was a former pediatric nurse—Lori had been named for a patient who’d died of brain cancer—with a grim belief in limitations. Do not set your hopes too high, she warned her children, for you will always be disappointed. Lori’s dad was a hard worker and artist, a printer, lithographer, and force of nature, who could turn any home project into an adventure. “We’ll build the best playhouse in the world!” he cried one weekend, and off they all rode to nearby construction sites to scavenge scrap wood and two-by-fours. The neighborhood kids were dazzled by the structure that rose in the yard, with six-foot ceilings, a fireplace, and real windows with screens.

What the playhouse builder couldn’t do was be a father, the wall against which a kid could lean, the ground that held firm beneath her. Regularly and without warning, a tide swelled within him, transforming him to someone who’d stay awake for forty-eight hours just to prove he could and who’d tip from merely angry into a terrifying rage. Once, when Heidi hid under the table, he went after her with a broom, so hard he broke her leg. If a kid talked back or whined, he might shout, “I’m starting the saw!” and storm to the garage to cut a length of molding into a rod. Whack! Whack!

By the time doctors diagnosed bipolar disorder and prescribed medication, the damage was done. Lori’s younger brother escaped into books; her baby sister denied anything was wrong. She, the big sister, took on the role of family manager, tamer of chaos. She carried messages between her parents when they fought, observed the grown-ups’ moods, and adjusted to meet them. Come on, Daddy, she cajoled, it’s okay, you didn’t really mean it! She packed lunches for her siblings and brought in the mail, sorting it into usable piles for her mother: bills, letters, junk. When she got sick, she apologized to her mother for needing comfort—“I don’t want to bother you.” There was enough trouble at home, so she was careful to cause no more outside it, becoming a teacher’s pet and A student, agreeable and adaptable, a good, good girl.

It cost her. She depended on Heidi, who always seemed to understand her need for solace and stood very still as Lori cried into her musty fur. Dogs were different from people. They were always there, always themselves. They didn’t explode or withdraw or make promises they didn’t keep.

At night, before she could sleep, she carefully arranged dozens of stuffed animals in a circle around her in bed. In the morning, she straightened the sheets and lined up the toys again. Sometimes order helped. Sometimes she was so sad she wanted to die.

She longed for what most of the neighborhood kids seemed to take for granted—something, someone, to depend on. By the time she was eleven, she grasped that her parents’ marriage was doomed. And she realized she was on her own.

Teenaged Lori was awkward, anxious, depressed, and shy. Her quiet beauty, high slanting cheekbones and deep-set eyes, wasn’t the kind that drew high school boys, and her height and pale skin stood out on a campus filled with Central American immigrants. She found it easier to be with Heidi than with most people. She dreamed of being a veterinarian. Many things might have come next, but what did, when she was fourteen, was David Delgado.1

They met at the Santa Anita racetrack, which was a ten-minute drive from the Weise home, and where Lori and her mother sometimes watched morning warm-ups or a race in the late afternoon, when admission was free. David was a celebrity there, a wealthy and well-connected horse trainer with multiple champions to his name. Almost fifty, and middle-aged handsome, with thick, dark hair and a blinding smile, he had a compelling presence and a reputation for being funny and generous and the kind of hothead who got into barroom fights. He came to recognize Lori’s mother, greeted her, stopped to chat. One day, they were talking about divorce—hers and his own—and he invited her and Lori to join him at a Music Center play followed by dinner. To Lori the evening was magical. She looked at her relaxed, laughing mother, at the well-dressed people around her, bathed in flattering light. This was what it was like to be a grown-up; this was what it was like to be rich. If only her mother could marry this man! David asked if Lori wanted to come with him on a Saturday trip to a farm to check out some racehorses, and she could barely contain herself.

As the two of them sped east in his Mercedes, she felt a new and pure kind of happiness. An hour outside the city, at the edge of the desert, they turned off the freeway and onto a quiet rural road that led toward the foothills. David began to talk about his difficult ex-wife, and a teenage daughter and stepdaughter, both around Lori’s age.

“You’re so much more mature than they are,” he said as he pulled to a stop, then added softly, “and such a pretty girl.”

Then he touched her.

Two years before, when she was twelve, Lori had been at the track with her mother watching the horses come down the stretch, hooves pounding dust in the late afternoon light, the crowd on its feet cheering. Suddenly, a strange man grabbed her arm and began to pull her away. Terrified, she’d frozen. Later, after her mother yelled “Stop!” and bystanders stepped in and the man fled, a security guard called in to investigate demanded an explanation.

“Did you say something to him?” he asked Lori. “Why would he do that?”

She’d been bewildered, then crushed by guilt. Of course, it had to have been her fault. Strangers didn’t just take random girls. And she hadn’t even screamed—girls in trouble fought back.

What did I do? she’d asked herself then, and it was what she wondered that day near the horse farm, when David leaned over to kiss her, whispering, “I’m infatuated with you.”

She’d never been kissed before, or even gone out with a boy. She didn’t want this. But once again, she couldn’t move.

When a forty-nine-year-old man takes possession of a fourteen-year-old girl, he changes her in ways no one can ever quantify. Least of all the girl, who was never able to become herself before she was made into someone else. The relationship lasted seven years. At first, Lori’s mother thought she’d found a mentor. When her suspicions grew and she tried forbidding her daughter to see David, using words like statutory rape and police, Lori flatly defied her, climbing out her bedroom window and over the garden wall and threatening to leave home forever.

She knew she had not been raped; she’d been chosen. No classmate had asked her out, but this famous grown man whispered that she was special, that I’ve never met anyone like you. Her family life had been beyond her control, but she could make David do whatever she wanted. After she got her license, he let her drive his expensive car to high school and told her to call him every day at lunch. He needed her that much.

When Lori was eighteen and David fifty-three, she moved in with him. For years she’d heard her mother complain about being short of money. Now, she lived in a beautiful condo, with a maid. She drove her own car and spent days at the track, which was flush with cocaine money, and nights in fancy restaurants, jeweled and dressed in the clothes David picked. The politicians and business tycoons who were his friends marveled, “Oh, David, she’s so gorgeous, she could be a model!” They spent summers at a beach house near the Del Mar track, swam and played tennis. David taught her about business, about working hard and thinking big. And because he had grown up poor and many relatives and friends came to him for financial help, he made her his gatekeeper, deciding who got a loan and who did not.

“You’re so good for him!” people told her. “He’s never been so happy.”

She knew she had the kind of life most people only dream of. When depression first crashed down on her at sixteen, when the death of her beloved Heidi so devastated her that she missed school for a week, it had seemed mysterious. At seventeen, she had her first panic attack. At eighteen, a doctor treated her for anxiety. David accompanied her. The doctor was a racing fan and looked admiringly at David as he told Lori, “He’s a legend.” No one ever asked her if there was a reason she was sad or anxious. No one asked Is something bad happening in your life?

“You’re not like other people. You’re going to do something special,” David kept telling her. But even as she grew into adulthood, she had no idea what that meant. Who could she be? she began to wonder. What was she preparing herself for?

By twenty-one, she was restless. David supported her enrollment in a night art class but not the budding friendships with people her own age that she found there. “I don’t like them calling the house!” he shouted. “I don’t want you talking to them!”

She was careful not to provoke him. Years before, she’d seen him punch a man so hard that he flew off the horse he was riding. But one night, after class, she went out with a boy who confessed he liked her. They just talked, but when she got home, David was in a rage.

“Where were you?” he demanded. “Why are you so late?” She told the truth, careful not to mention that the friend she’d been with was male, but he guessed. “I know it was more than talking!” he shouted—and smashed her hard in the face.

She left the next morning, went back, left again. Relief at being free was eclipsed by fear. Her life had been scripted for so long she had no idea what to do next, or even who she was.

There were other stories like Lori’s, and later they would be shared by a sad sisterhood of girls whose youth had been stolen to meet the needs of powerful older men. But in 1986, not long after Woody Allen’s Manhattan won Oscars and was called a “masterpiece,” such girls stayed silent. They nodded that everything was fine and pretended to move on. Lori’s family dissolved—her mother found a boyfriend, her father settled in a new city, her brother and sister had their own lives. She felt utterly alone. And damaged. And complicit—in the surrender of her virginity, childhood, self. Don’t pretend you’re a kid, David had told her. That’s not how you act. She would carry the shame for decades.

Lori’s twenties were brutal. After she left David the final time, she enrolled in a local college where she worked toward a degree in childhood education, one class at a time, whenever she had enough money to pay tuition. Home was a commercial storefront in Pasadena—shower and makeshift kitchen in an illegal, bootlegged space in the rear, toilet in a closet—shared with a calico cat named Mickey. She supported herself in a series of low-wage no-future retail jobs, then a side business restoring old furniture. It was a grueling existence. Seven days a week she scavenged fine but battered pieces from dumpsters and estate sales or lined up with a dozen other members of the edge economy at morning Salvation Army auctions in a local parking lot, where bidding started at $1. She was almost always the only white person there. Retired African American men with machinery skills sought old appliances they could refurbish; enterprising Latinas bought home furnishings to resell in Tijuana. Lori took whole lots just to get one Eames sofa or Greta Grossman lamp whose value no one else recognized. She sold some things out of her storefront, others at the big flea markets—Pasadena City College the first Sunday of each month, the Rose Bowl the second—loading her truck to get in line the night before and sleeping in the cab so she’d get a prime spot in the morning. While customers milled, she spread textbooks across a folding table and studied. Eventually, maybe she’d teach. She had abandoned makeup and expensive clothes for a uniform of jeans and T-shirts and lived on almost nothing so she could sock away every dime possible. She read The Wall Street Journal every day. Her years with David had wiped out any desire to be rich—she’d seen what money could buy, and it didn’t include happiness—but she would never let herself be financially dependent again.

In 1990, when she was twenty-five, she met Ken Erwin. He was an intimidatingly stylish and handsome Black antiques dealer, a regular at the swap meets who sometimes bought from her. He nodded approvingly when he saw her books spread out: “Keep it up. I paid my own way through school, too.”

Ken had grown up in South Central, the historic core of Black LA, and had earned a degree in art, in part by working summers as a trash collector. He had a keen eye, an artistic sensibility, and strong feelings about fairness and honesty. He watched as Lori formed an informal partnership with a more experienced dealer who bought her goods for far too little.

After a time, he spoke up. “Why do you let that guy take advantage of you?”

“What do you mean?” Lori asked. “I paid $10 for that chair, and he gave me $100.”

“But it’s worth $1,000! You found that piece and recognized that it was worth something. You cleaned it up. Brought it here. Your time is worth something. Your expertise. Don’t undervalue yourself.”

Ken was sixteen years her senior, sophisticated and well traveled and, in Lori’s mind, way out of her league. But they became friends, then lovers. It wasn’t an easy relationship. Lori sensed a current of anger below Ken’s surface, and he was emotionally elusive—like a cat, she thought, seeking affection, then pulling back when it came. He let her know that at any moment he could be out the door. She’d try to plan for an upcoming week only to be told “I might be on a plane to Finland.” She was often off balance, yet she didn’t doubt that he loved and believed in her. For the first time in years, maybe ever, she felt that someone really saw her, cared for her. When she wanted to give up on college, Ken shook his head. “It’s not gonna go down like that.” On nights when her sadness rose and she couldn’t sleep, Ken would talk to her on the phone for hours, his quiet voice calming her until she drifted off.

Frank Novak was another flea market trader. While he’d made good money selling then-popular Arts and Crafts furniture trucked in from the Midwest, his first love was mid-century modern. He and his brother Jay had founded a company, Modernica, that produced chairs and tables in that style, in the downtown LA loft where Frank also lived. Occasionally he hired Lori to stand guard there while a hired band of marginal neighborhood men—“I’m a heroin addict!” one matter-of-factly told Lori—carried furniture to his truck the night before the Rose Bowl. In 1996, when Lori was thirty-one, he offered her a job as his assistant.

It was an iffy proposition. She had no relevant experience, and Frank, then thirty-eight, had been an antiques dealer, musician, and Hollywood art director, but not precisely a businessman. She took the chance, and within six months, the company was doing well enough that the brothers expanded, buying and moving into a grand but dilapidated thirty-three-thousand-square-foot former gas meter factory on 7th Place, a short street that dead-ended at the Los Angeles River. Lori settled into an office on the third floor and the most stability she’d had in a long time. She still sold furniture on the weekends, went to class in the afternoon, and at the factory earned $14 an hour, more than she’d ever made in her life.

In the 1990s, downtown LA was both a neighborhood and the epicenter of a city cleaving into one of the very rich and the very poor. In the 1980s, deindustrialization and the end of the Cold War had destroyed much of Southern California’s huge auto, steel, and aerospace industry, taking a million good jobs and decimating the Black middle class. Reagan-era policies closed mental hospitals, and cheap rooming houses fell to developers just as crack surged in, taking down the vulnerable in record time.2 The new decade brought welfare cuts, a major earthquake, recession, riot. Now the tents and tarps of the homeless lined the sidewalks near city hall’s tiered white tower, and along the banks of the LA River encampments spread carpets of needles and broken glass. In the area known as Skid Row, forty square blocks deliberately set aside by politicians and planners to “contain” the city’s dregs, an older population of docile white alcoholics gave way to a disproportionately Black group of angry young ex-cons, aged-out foster kids, and active addicts.3 In this desperate zone, men and women ranted, screamed, fought, collapsed, defecated and had sex in the open—sights so appalling that local journalists and politicians struggled to describe them: “The aftermath of a catastrophe”; “a nether world of Darwinian laws and grotesque horrors . . .”4

The Modernica factory sat just outside the Row, in downtown’s old brick-and-cobblestone warehouse district. By day, the area still hummed with industry—semis thundered down Alameda Street and Santa Fe Avenue while trucks from the nearby produce mart dropped glowing piles of apples and oranges on nearby loading docks. But after dark, gates closed and workers fled. Drug sales were brisk at the twenty-four-hour gas station on Alameda, and on nearby Jesse Street, the most desperate sex workers serviced truckers in their cabs.

It was a long way from Santa Monica’s appreciating real estate and the mansions of Beverly Hills, 90210. Downtown was alleys too clogged with garbage for cars to pass; two men on a street corner smashing each other over the head with two-by-fours while no one even stopped to look. Midnight downtown was a semitrailer looted of its cargo of fish, sitting abandoned, refrigerator still running; a ragged man raging down East 4th toward the river, a long metal bar resting on his shoulders like a medieval sword.

“Outta my way!” he screamed at no one. “Outta my way, motherfucker, I’ma kill you!”

Lori arrived each morning as the sun rose, the light turning the San Bernardino Mountains to the east a luminous purple-gold and revealing the remnants of the night: a woman so emaciated it was hard to believe she was alive, a man lying stupefied in the gutter. Other men with drug-wild eyes made their way to the nearby recycling plant, shopping carts piled high with paper, cans, and bottles like pirate ships packed with plunder.

The shadows were full of dogs.

The first ones she saw had no names. They were gnarly beasts, a ragged, rough-bred collection of shepherds, Jindos, Rottweilers, Chow Chows, and mutts. Some were there to augment the bars and barbed wire protecting the squat, concrete buildings on the blocks near Modernica—chemical, rag, crating, and fruit-packing companies, a truck and trailer repair yard, fabric stores, sweatshops where legions of short, dark-haired women bent over sewing machines. At night, these guard dogs paced behind chain-link fences, alert for movement in the moonlight; at sunrise, they bolted out when early-shift workers opened the gates. After a bathroom stop in the nearest alley, they amused themselves chasing pedestrians and passing trucks. An always-pregnant female patrolled a wooden pallet yard, a black Chow glared from a Chinese bakery.

The street dogs were wary transients—loping down the railroad tracks that bordered the LA River, skulking around the homeless camps that sprouted on vacant lots. Skinny, mange-raw males prowled the sidewalks looking for food; females with sagging teats hid in alleys to nurse their litters on piles of rags. One morning early on, Lori left her office to buy coffee from an old man who drove a food truck. As soon as he pulled up and killed the motor, a shepherd appeared and sat, waiting expectantly. The old man unwrapped a ham sandwich and tossed it to the dog, who gulped it down. More dogs appeared. The man lobbed sandwiches at them like a trainer throwing fish to a bunch of seals.

“I can’t sell what’s stale, so I give it to them,” he explained to Lori.

Within seconds, the sandwiches were gone, and the shepherd ran to the rear of the food truck. She watched, transfixed, as it lapped up the water dripping from its melting ice, then vanished from sight.

Richard Tuttelmondo, Modernica’s manager, shared Lori’s office space and her disturbed fascination with the street dogs. Richard was thirty-four, with wiry, dark hair and olive skin. Like Lori, he was a relatively new hire, a suburbia-raised kid who’d never spent much time downtown. And like her, he’d fallen into his job by chance. Before coming to Modernica, he’d designed flower arrangements.

Lori didn’t readily confide in anyone, and as a supervisor who was friends with the boss, she was sure many of the other workers hated her. “You’ll find that women aren’t welcome in this business!” one told her. But she found it easy to talk to Richard. He felt familiar, somehow, like a long-lost cousin or brother, someone with a slightly skewed sense of humor, who also loved furniture and design. And of course dogs. Richard had grown up with dogs and he now doted on his own mutt, Blue, an enormous Great Dane mix with one blue and one brown eye, that his partner had found through an ad in The Recycler. Blue had a terrible case of separation anxiety. When Richard knew their boss wouldn’t be around, he brought her to the office.

“Blue gets anxious alone,” he explained.

Though Modernica’s main building was on 7th Place, some work still got done at Frank Novak’s loft, a few blocks away, and Lori walked between the two buildings a dozen times a day. Slowly, she learned the neighborhood, and its dogs acquired names and places in a complex, sometimes brutal, canine order: The two Jindos guarding one sweatshop were Mimi, who was pure white, and rust-red Jin. Canela was the ancient yet perpetually pregnant terrier at a crating company. Papa, the regal shepherd Lori recognized from the food truck, shared his space at a truck repair lot with Santanás, an evil, golden-eyed Chow mix who bit any dog or human who got too close. Papa paid no attention to the sparks pouring from the blowtorches used to repair the big rigs, nor to the fence surrounding the lot, and after he came out to greet Lori and get a pat, he always returned to his post. Canela hated other females and had attacked Mimi; Mimi welcomed Papa, who mated with her, then tried to kill Jin; he and the black Chow from the Chinese bakery loathed each other from afar.

A pair of round, red-gold feral females Lori called Mama and Goldie inhabited one alley; a Rhodesian ridgeback mix she saw regularly turned out to be a stray with an actual job. One night after work, when Lori spotted him loping purposefully down the sidewalk with his sidekick, a young male Jindo, she decided to follow. The dogs led her straight to the twenty-four-hour gas station, where the ridgeback plopped down in the office next to the man on the night shift.

For a bowl of food, “Sinbad watches out for trouble and keeps me company,” the man explained. At dawn, the dog and his Jindo buddy, Happy, would leave for the chemical company, whose soft-hearted owner kept his door open during the summer to let strays in to escape the heat.

The sociable Sinbad was happy to make new human allies. Sometimes when Lori and Richard were on the street, they’d look for him and Happy, who ran to them, tails wagging. Or they’d go by the gas station when it was about time for the dogs’ “shift” to end.

“Let’s go!” Lori would cry, and the four of them would take off and run.

None of the downtown dogs were tagged, leashed, fixed. Lori and Richard were dazzled by their freedom and gutted by their misery. They died in droves, from eating rat poison, from rat bites, from being hit by cars, their corpses left to stink in the gutter. Even inside Modernica there was no escaping the howls of the fruit-packing company’s shepherd, who lived tethered to a chain to “keep him mean.” Some factory owners demoted their unfixed household pets to watchdog duty; when the females inevitably became pregnant, their puppies were dumped at the shelter. Mimi, the white Jindo, produced several litters before she, too, died; one of those offspring hooked up with a guard dog called Chasui (sired by Papa) and settled behind the factory with her puppies. They were wild, filthy creatures that survived on garbage and water from a leaky fire hydrant whose location was passed along some canine intel network. “Urban nature,” one Modernica worker called it. On weekends, the warehouse district shut down and the dogs were left to go hungry.

This is terrible, Lori and Richard told each other. Someone should do something. They never actually planned it, but one Friday, as they fretted about the coming weekend, they decided to leave the guard dogs food and water to tide them over. Having done it once, they felt obliged to do it again, and soon it became a regular duty.

Then strays began appearing near the factory. They were different from the guard dogs and alley dwellers, collarless, scraggly, and unneutered, but clearly not feral, approaching any human they saw with hopeful eyes and wagging tails. Hey, do you know where I am? When’s dinner? Clearly they were lost pets, though no one ever came looking for them, and it felt heartless to abandon them to the street.

“You should take this dog home, Blue needs a brother,” Lori told Richard each time one appeared. Instead, they placed some with Modernica workers. Others they kept in the factory parking lot for a day or two, hoping for inspiration, then gave up and took them to the city’s North Central shelter on Lacy Street, the local “pound.”

It was a crappy solution, but in that time and place, a good one didn’t exist. For generations, no one had thought much about the happiness and welfare of unwanted domestic animals. To the contrary, stray dogs were considered potentially rabid and a threat to public health. In the mid-nineteenth century, a New York City law decreed that “any helpless whelp” found on the street without a muzzle and not quickly reclaimed would be drowned in the East River site known as the “canine bath tub.”5 In just one day in 1877, 738 adults and 20 puppies were locked into steel crates and plunged to their deaths.6 (A few years earlier, 9,000 strays were drowned in Detroit. Boston, by contrast, poisoned its strays, while Philadelphia gassed them.7) In the 1940s and ’50s, “pound seizure” laws allowed unclaimed animals to be used for medical experiments, sometimes dissected while they were still alive. Through the 1950s and ’60s, free-roaming, unsterilized suburban pets produced such a stunning surplus of kittens and puppies that shelter workers literally spent their days electrocuting, shooting, gassing, and suffocating them. As one former worker remembered it, “We were in the business of cleaning kennels and killing dogs.”8

A national 1970s-era promotion of pet sterilization that included game show host Bob Barker’s daily reminder to “have your pets spayed or neutered” drastically reduced the flood and led to what would remain the most significant shelter euthanasia drop in history: what had been about 23.4 million dogs and cats killed per year fell to about 4.9 million in 1997.9 That was still a heartbreaking number, and that it was only an approximation—because no institution or organization was responsible for tabulating statistics—was a sign of how low-priority the issue remained. People’s basic thinking hadn’t really changed. Parents looking for a family dog or cat avoided “pound rejects” in favor of buying purebred puppies, and animals that ended up in crowded, budget-starved animal shelters rarely made it out. Cages were small, holding periods short, and the outcome especially bad for cats, and unsocialized feral “alley cats,” which always died.10 Killing was a sad necessity, wrote Phyllis Wright, director of animal sheltering for the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS), and for the lonely and unwanted, actually “a blessing.”11

But revolution was brewing. The social upheavals of the 1960s created a “growing compassion for the disempowered,” noted academics Andrei Markovits and Katherine Crosby, and if that compassion began with humans, it soon expanded.12 In 1965, British novelist and activist Brigid Brophy, echoing the arguments of nineteenth-century animal welfare activists, explicitly linked animal and human civil rights.13 (In later years, arguments that compared the oppression or suffering of nonhuman animals with that of people of color, particularly in the context of slavery, would be recognized as dehumanizing and racist.)

Four years later, philosopher Peter Singer went further, arguing that animals occupied a plane of moral equivalence with humans and to believe otherwise was immoral “speciesism.”14 British-born Ingrid Newkirk found Singer’s work “a philosophical bombshell” and, in 1980, founded People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), which advocates “the right of all beings—human and nonhuman alike—to be free from harm.”15 In 1981, the coordinator of the first National Conference on Animal Rights Law in the United States, held in New York, told an audience that soon animal protection movement organizations would be accepted as readily as “the ACLU, NAACP, and Sierra Club.”16

These new and radical ideas filtered into the wider culture, first attaching to charismatic wild creatures like whales, wolves, and dolphins, then to livestock, like cows and pigs. And some activists began to consider those closer to home—domestic pets. In 1971, San Francisco journalist Marilyn Baker investigated the local Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), which performed animal control duties for the city, and whose leadership hadn’t changed in years. In a public television series, she revealed it to be, as she later put it, “a Dachau for dogs and cats.” The resulting outcry led the SPCA to make a decision with almost mythical reverberations: it hired Richard Avanzino as its new executive director.

Avanzino, then in his midthirties, was a former attorney, lobbyist, and health care administrator with both charisma and great marketing skills.17 In 1980, he made national news by going to court on behalf of Sido, a photogenic collie-sheepdog whose owner had committed suicide and, fearing that no one else would take proper care of her dog, specified in her will that she be “destroyed.” A precedent-setting judicial ruling that pets were not property to be simply cast aside, and that “even stray and abandoned dogs have rights,” saved Sido; a victory photo showed Avanzino kissing the dog, its paws resting trustingly on his hand.18 Eight thousand people applied to adopt her, but she went to the Avanzino family, where she lived to the age of sixteen.19

Armed with a mandate for change, Avanzino remade animal life in San Francisco. For years, dogs and cats of all ages had been systematically directed to the shelter’s Euthanair machine, a suffocation chamber.20 Out it went, and in came programs promoting adoption and spay and neuter.21 In 1989, Avanzino canceled the SPCA’s animal control contract. A new city agency took over those duties, with the SPCA’s role now defined as taking in all treatable pets and holding them indefinitely until they had homes.22

“The public wants [us] to be taking care of animals,” Avanzino announced. “The public does not want an SPCA to be killing animals.”23

In a widely read 1989 essay, “In the Name of Mercy,” Edward S. Duvin, founder of the publication “Animalines,” went after Phyllis Wright, calling shelter euthanasia an obscene “assembly line of slaughter” and an “abject failure.”24 In New York City, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) also backed out of its animal control duties, saying its contract money paid for nothing besides killing.25 In Utah, expatriate British adherents of a cultish, offbeat religion reinvented themselves as the “Best Friends Animal Society” and founded a sanctuary for homeless pets in the state’s red rock wildlands.

A movement, built on the credo that no healthy cat or dog should die just because it didn’t have a home, had begun.

In early 1998, a series of El Niño storms rolled through Los Angeles, whitening the mountains and turning the downtown homeless camps to sodden masses of cardboard and mud. The guard dogs hid under any available awning, while bedraggled new dogs prowled the puddled streets. Modernica continued to grow. Lori managed the new hires, a motley crew of men with sketchy, sometimes gang-adjacent, histories, brought in because they were someone’s cousin or the friend of a friend. In a business of inevitable fuck-ups and production crises, her professional strength lay in doing exactly what she’d done as a child: she kept the peace.

“Just tell me the deadline and what you need,” she soothed when tempers flared. “Don’t worry. We can do it.”

Daily she moved from home to work to school and swap meets, her lovely face impassive. There was something almost otherworldly about her remove, as if she occupied her own, higher plane.

That façade, pulled like a shade against night, covered terror. Her feelings remained carefully tucked away; no one at work knew about her father or David or the darkness that could surge inside her, sometimes so powerfully that suicide beckoned.

She had put together a life that was like a lightly sketched outline, and not nearly enough. Her job was fine. She was finally within sight of a bachelor’s degree. Helping the downtown dogs was something useful to do. But none of these things was a life’s purpose. She couldn’t see a future at Modernica nor one selling furniture out of a truck. She didn’t really want to teach. She didn’t want to marry or have children. Then what? the voice in her head demanded. What’s the point?

Sometimes smoking enough weed could silence that voice. Or Ken’s quiet “You’re okay. You don’t need me to tell you that you’re okay.” More often, it kept her awake, simultaneously hyper and paralyzed, her heart thrumming. Some days when the breathlessness of a panic attack threatened, she was afraid even to get on the freeway home. The rain poured, and the darkness in her swelled. Without someone to tell her what to do, how would she know which path was right? How could she trust herself to choose? If she failed and fell, no one would catch her.

Maybe she was doomed. She’d find out she was sick, like her father.

She’d screw up at work, get fired.

She’d lose her apartment and her chance to finish school.

She’d end up like the people she saw on the street every day, with nothing and no one, alone.

One morning, months earlier, when Modernica was still based in the old loft, Richard had gone out on a delivery and came back all revved up. “Lori, want to meet the coolest dog?”

He led her behind the building to an unpaved, graffiti-scarred alley. It stank of garbage and shit. Twenty feet away, a huge cardboard refrigerator box lay on its side, like a coffin. Lori hesitated—was this a safe place to be? Suddenly, a big-headed, barrel-chested black dog came at her. She froze, then realized that the dog’s tail was wagging, and its lips were pulled back in a grin. A man rose up out of the box, a slender African American of indeterminate middle age, with close-cropped hair and tattoo-covered arms. He leaned on a cane and called the dog, which bounded to his side.

For months, Lori had moved among the downtown homeless, but Benny Joseph, who lived in the alley with his dog Iron Head, was the first to whom she spoke. She had never encountered a pit bull before. Benny laughed and introduced the handsome dog.

“I call him Iron Head because when we met, he had a burn there, like someone hit him on the head with a frying pan!” An echo of New Orleans softened his speech, and missing teeth blurred the words. He had a thin, puckish face, from which his ears stood out like handles.

Lori smiled. “He’s beautiful!” she said, and stroked the animal’s big head as Benny beamed.

There wasn’t much else to say. The moment passed, she and Richard went back to work, she didn’t return to the alley.

Now she heard that Benny had found a new place to stay, and that he was caring for a litter of puppies. On impulse, she and Richard dropped by one afternoon, to see if they could help.

Years later, if she had to name the moment when her life changed, it was this quiet one, when she took the first step toward a relationship with a man who lived in a box in an alley. There was nothing altruistic about it. She began her journey with a simple, selfish goal. She was trying to save herself.
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The Man in the Cardboard Box

1997–1998

Downtown Los Angeles

BENNY SAID THAT THE MALE DOWNTOWN DOGS WERE LIKE homeboys, tough, ballsy, and flush with testosterone, fierce protectors of their turf, whose boundaries they would die to protect.

His pit bull Iron Head, for instance, owned the alley where he and Benny lived, plus one side of nearby Santa Fe Avenue. The opposite sidewalk belonged to Papa, the German shepherd guarding the truck repair yard. The Chinese bakery’s Chow held a stretch of Mateo, “with privileges to go north of 7th Street but not too far because then he run into Sinbad.”

“See, Iron Head always stay on his side,” Benny explained in his soft New Orleans drawl. “He knows if he cross Santa Fe, Papa have the right to jump him.”

From her office window, Lori had seen street dogs trotting along the pavement, then abruptly switching direction without apparent reason; now she understood. One afternoon, she watched the Chow stroll out of the bakery yard, hesitate, then boldly move onto Papa’s portion of Santa Fe, where he stood, snout raised to scent the air. Such provocation couldn’t go unchallenged, and soon Papa burst out of his own yard, hackles raised. The Chow greeted him with a snarl, and in seconds the two were at each other in the street, a blur of bodies and slashing teeth. As fast as the fight had begun, it was over, and the Chow pulled back, leaving Papa streaming blood but victorious. Order restored, both dogs retreated to their hoods, then turned to exchange a flat, meaningful stare across the expanse of pavement.

Don’t try that again, motherfucker.

Okay. Truce.

With Benny as her guide—what anthropologists would have called a “native informant”—much of downtown’s urban tapestry took on a new coherence. Their growing friendship, if that was the word for it, surprised Lori. When she and Richard had made their first post-puppy visit, things hadn’t gone well. Benny’s situation had vastly improved. The new alley he inhabited was as dark and graffiti scarred as the old, but cleaner. And “Mr. Leo,” the owner of an adjacent sewing company, had set Benny up with a “house,” a metal Home Depot toolshed that was bolted to the company’s loading dock. An extension cord and garden hose brought him electricity and water. Most importantly, the shed was surrounded by a chain-link fence with a lock. In exchange for sweeping the alley, Benny had a home that was both private and secure—for the street, million-dollar real estate.

Multiple dogs lived with him. Lizzy was a brown-and-tan cattle dog mix, who’d forsaken her first owner, a produce mart worker, for life with Benny. Pookie, a shepherd mix, was the puppies’ mother. (Iron Head was the father.) At some point, she’d been hit by a car and was missing a leg.

“The dogs just find me!” Benny had told Lori and Richard in delight when they arrived. He limped to greet them. “They just come by me! I’m the dog man!”

Lori looked around. The compound was surprisingly tidy and smelled of Pine-Sol. A five-gallon plastic jug, its top cut off, held fresh water for the dogs. But when Benny proudly displayed Pookie’s puppies, they lay in a filthy jumble in a cardboard box, slick with their own shit. She and Richard were so disgusted they left. Then as time passed, they worried.

“The puppies will freeze in that shed,” Lori said. So back they went, with a clean, towel-lined box for the pups and a Coke for Benny. He took both gladly, but the next time they returned, the new box was as fouled as the old. They also learned that Benny planned to sell the puppies as soon as they were old enough—and that there were more on the way, thanks to another female that had showed up in the alley and found Iron Head irresistible.

“He’s a goddamn puppy mill,” Richard said.

They might have just walked away, ending the story there. But earlier that spring, when Lori finally graduated from California State University, Los Angeles, the owner of her Pasadena storefront had announced a big rent increase. Ken said that paying it would be nuts and proposed they buy a house and move in together. A drive through the racially mixed foothill community of Altadena and a lot of real estate agent cold calls led them to a bail bondsman eager to unload the wreck he’d inherited as collateral. The street view of the house was depressing—a cracked driveway, dead grass, and dying eucalyptus. But it had been designed by visionary mid-century architect Gregory Ain and promised to be another trash-can treasure. Lori emptied her savings account, sold a valuable piece of scavenged furniture she’d been holding, and closed escrow without even going inside. With no money left, renovations crawled. Ken now had a retail store with a living area in Venice, and spent weekends there, returning to Altadena to work on the house. The internet was in its infancy, but Lori had discovered it, and a new business called eBay, which she immediately recognized as the Rose Bowl swap meet on steroids. She opened an account and spent her few off-hours selling tables and chairs.

She was a homeowner and she had a yard, which meant she could have a dog. Benny had sold a few of Pookie’s puppies, to homeless men and women and LAPD officers on the downtown beat. (The majestic Iron Head was widely admired by people on both sides of the law.) When just four were left, she visited Benny and pointed to a squirming lump of black fur.

Benny shook his head. “If you want that one, you’ve gotta take the white one, too.”

“Oh no.”

“You gotta. I’m keeping the other two.”

“Benny, you already have too many dogs! You can’t!’

“I’m keeping these two for Pookie, so she can raise her own children,” he said firmly. “Nope, Miss Lori, if you don’t take this dog, I’m never going to speak to you again. In fact, if you don’t take the white one, you can’t have the black one.” He grabbed an empty Budweiser carton and dropped the pups in it. “Here—one and two. You don’t have a choice. Good luck!”

When she got home with a box of dogs, Ken was furious. “This is unacceptable! This’ll be a nightmare!”

It was. The puppies, whom they named Maya and Yuki, had mange. There were vet bills, they cried all night, tore up the couch, and pooped everywhere. But those that Benny had sold vanished into the streets. One afternoon, when Lori went to his shed, he was weeping. He had woken to find Pookie and the remaining puppies dead in a pile—poisoned, he said, by “someone mean and jealous.”

“They killed my dogs, Miss Lori!” he cried.

Lori wanted to cry, too. She should have just taken all the dogs, she told herself angrily.

The raw force of Benny’s grief touched her. She returned to the alley that Sunday with Polaroids of Maya and Yuki playing in the yard, so Benny could see how happy they were.

“They’re the best dogs, though that white one is really naughty,” she told him.

Benny chortled. “I know she naughty! I knew that when I made you take her!”

With the dogs as a connection, something between them changed. She began coming to see Benny more often, and without Richard. A new DHL shipping center had opened nearby and with its workers calling their hellos, she felt none of the old alley’s menace.

Benny had turned the toolshed into a real home. A bookcase he’d found somewhere was filled with old National Geographics and paperback books; a kitchen area held a tiny refrigerator, a skillet and hot plate. Pieces of carpet served as dog beds; his own was a single mattress, put on risers, out of the reach of rats. A small TV was always on, Judge Judy a favorite. Outside, metal shelves held his slippers on the top shelf, boots below. The left boot contained the lift that helped him walk.

She learned his story in bits and pieces, never sure how much to probe or how much of it was true, since the details would shift and change. When Benny was young, thieves held up the New Orleans parking garage that he managed. He’d turned over the money, but they shot him anyway. The bullet had ricocheted off his shoulder and hit his spine. He woke to doctors telling him he’d never walk again, but a year later, unexpectedly, movement had returned. He’d come to hate cold winters and left New Orleans to move west. He’d been in LA ever since. He could walk, painfully, but well enough to make his way around collecting the recyclables that were a large part of his income—bottles and cans that he’d load into his “buggy” and, when possible, more profitable wooden pallets.

He spoke without bitterness. He mentioned sisters who seemed to live more conventional lives, an ex-wife, a child, but not where they were. And while it was clear that Benny drank too much, he never revealed what chain of events landed him on the street. Nor did Lori feel she had any right to ask.

He called the Skid Row area “a goofed-up place,” which it was, a combination of anarchy and futile bureaucratic attempts to tame it, but it was a world he navigated brilliantly. He’d carved out a series of living spaces—at a propane plant, in an alley near the Amtrak station, on an empty lot. He rejected both welfare, whose case workers “treat you like you ain’t nothin,’” and the Skid Row rescue missions, which trapped you inside with “nasty, shitty, dirty people.” He dined on fresh vegetables that he found in produce mart dumpsters; knew the schedule of the Frontline Foundation, which handed out tuna sandwiches, and the Paradise Baptist Church, which brought weekly chicken dinners. (The “Korean church ladies” also offered prayers.) With a dog at his side, he recycled, washed cars and trucks, pumped propane, cleaned and painted sweatshops, swept loft owners’ garages, and, during an era of underground parties, sold directions to wannabe hipsters. He didn’t snitch. When another homeless man cracked him over the head with a pickax handle, he refused to file charges, choosing “the Biblical way,” forgiveness. He sometimes used the services of the local “night ladies,” but he treated the women kindly and sometimes welcomed them to his locked space to just sit and relax safely. He’d done a stint in county jail, he confessed, laughing, for being a “pallet bandido,” but shunned serious crime and hard drugs. Honest, industrious, neither angry nor violent, he made no enemies and many friends both on and off the street. His childhood in the segregated South had taught him the protective tool of making himself unthreatening to white people.

Lori sometimes brought him gifts—a sack of dog food, a meal, German chocolate cake, which Benny had said was his favorite. None of the many people offering food to those on the street, he told her, had ever asked him what he liked to eat. The visits weren’t long, but it felt good to be with him, surrounded by Lizzy, a new white pit bull named Teri, and the regal Iron Head who always sat at Benny’s feet.

“They never had any real romantic relationship,” Benny said, nodding at Iron Head, then Lizzy. “He’s got his eye on a new girl in town, and I know he’s thinking about marrying her.”

Before Benny, Lori had never met anyone who spoke of his animals in such human terms, who dressed them in T-shirts when it got cold and left the TV on when he went out so they wouldn’t get lonely. Who so completely saw them as family.

“Sometimes to me the dogs is better than people,” he told her. “People do things dogs ain’t never gonna do.”

By 1998, mid-century modern had become the preferred style of the young, moneyed hip, buoying Modernica’s business, and the company grew again. Twenty-five employees became forty, then sixty.

Lori faced a reckoning. Her new college degree put a teaching job within reach—she could exchange dawn swap meets, eBay, and the factory floor for shorter days, union benefits, and summers off.

“Stay,” Frank Novak urged her. “I’m building something really big. Someday we’ll have stores in LA and New York. Magazines will write about us. You can always teach. But you’ll never have the chance I’m giving you now.”

She thought about the business, her deepening friendship with Richard, who with his partner had moved into a house only a block away from hers in Altadena, about Benny and the dogs. Was it crazy to struggle for so long to earn a degree that you didn’t use? Her mother told her it was. But her mother hadn’t paid for her education. No one had, she thought, no one had contributed one cent. That meant the diploma was all hers and she could do whatever she wanted with it—frame it or burn the fucking thing to ash. She was staying downtown.

Another new Iron Head “girlfriend” appeared in Benny’s alcove, and once again, there was a litter of puppies. Richard adopted one, and he and Lori worked hard to find homes for the rest. Benny still refused their pleas to fix Iron Head or spay any of the females.

“I’m doing people a service!” he said indignantly. “All my puppies get adopted! By police officers! I gave one to a famous movie producer and he’s taking it to Paris, France! ‘Fix’ what? Miss, that is not in my blood!”

He was impossibly stubborn, Lori and Richard agreed. But surely they could do something for the other animals that roamed and reproduced downtown. On their lunch hour, the two sometimes took a company van, packed it with blankets and dog food, and headed into the neighborhood. They prowled the vacant and graffiti-covered old Santa Fe Railroad Freight Depot, the alleys and narrow industrial streets lined with grimy brick buildings but bearing names of an unlikely tenderness—Palmetto, Violet, Willow, Mesquit.

When they found dogs willing to engage for a fistful of kibble, they simply picked them up and carted them to a private vet to be sterilized. The surgery was expensive, so they took turns paying. They found homes for a few of these dogs and reluctantly returned those that seemed to be doing well to the street. Month after month, dog after dog, twenty, thirty, more. They got a reputation among the factory workers as suckers who would spend their own money on other people’s pets, so they took on those dogs, too. They had no name for what they were doing. But there was one.

In 1974, Gillian Lange, the ex-wife of a successful Hollywood producer and an agent selling high-end real estate, lost her beloved St. Bernard and went to the local animal shelter in search of a new pet. There, she fell in love with an emaciated St. Bernard that had come in as a stray and who would soon be available if no one claimed him. Lange visited the dog daily, passing him treats through the kennel bars. Then one afternoon, she was in the restroom when visiting hours ended and the doors locked, and she emerged to witness a scene usually hidden from visitors: a shelter worker loading dogs and cats who’d overstayed their allotted time for transport to the death chamber. That evening, all would be killed.

The experience “destroyed” Lange, who became an evangelist promoting adoption of these eminently desirable animals dying daily. Shelter dogs weren’t “damaged goods,” she told incredulous middle- and upper-class audiences, but Labs, golden retrievers, dachshunds, and Pomeranians, available at a fraction of what a breeder would charge.1 She also founded a nonprofit, the Amanda Foundation, and set herself up as a different kind of broker. She’d take animals out of the shelter, board them at a local animal hospital, patch up the sick and wounded, and advertise their availability in the Los Angeles Times classified section.

There had always been individual animal lovers whose passion was helping strays, though most stuck to their own neighborhoods and were seen by the public as tenderhearted eccentrics: one feeder of feral cats cheerfully told a Los Angeles Times reporter in 1987 that “we’re known as fanatics and crazy people.”2 There also were loose confederations of breed enthusiasts who sometimes stepped in to find new homes for Labrador or golden retrievers that had fallen on hard times.3 And as early as the mid-1970s, perhaps fifteen privately run shelters had set policies against killing the animals they took in. The oldest such shelter was the Long Island, New York–based North Shore Animal League, which began in 1944. Alex Lewyt, the retired owner of a vacuum cleaner company, became president in the 1950s and turned it into one of the country’s largest shelters. The league’s “Love-A-Pet” van traveled from pound to pound, paying $12 a dog and then housing and rehoming them. In 1976, Lewyt told a New York Times reporter that he saw himself as a “merchandiser” of shelter animals. “We fix [them] up if they don’t move in a few weeks. We buy a $4 collar, have them groomed again, drop the price, anything to move them.”4

But efforts like Lange’s, which involved intensive screening of potential adopters—among other things, she required a signed contract promising to provide veterinary care, a fenced yard, and regular grooming—had been rare. In the mid-1990s, the expanding anti-euthanasia movement would change that.

The movement had become known as “no kill,” and while there was some disagreement about who’d coined that term—credit usually went to Avanzino, though it probably belonged to North Shore—it was the ultimate elevator pitch: concept, philosophy, declaration of moral outrage and promise, all in one.5 It also had marketing appeal, and money poured in to those advancing it. By 1999, San Francisco’s unowned dogs were living in a $7 million luxury shelter that featured innovative adoption programs and attracted thousands of volunteers, and the city’s SPCA was one of the richest in the country. Avanzino stepped down from its presidency to head a new advocacy effort called Maddie’s Fund, named for the late miniature schnauzer owned by PeopleSoft founders Dave and Cheryl Duffield, who provided $200 million in funding. Declaring that “killing is not an acceptable management tool for us to use as stewards of our nation’s animals,” Avanzino vowed to advance the no kill philosophy, city by city, shelter by shelter. Creating a no kill nation, he said, was “not only doable [but] not even hard.”6

If nothing else, all the Duffields’ cash made it clear, as Northeastern University sociologist Arnold Arluke put it, that it was “no longer possible to ignore or discount [no kill] as an outrageous idea.”7 In fact, embrace of the idea spread. Some city governments and shelter boards in Texas, Michigan, and New York adopted no kill resolutions.8 In Arizona, Lynda Foro, a navy veteran, small business owner, and ardent convert to the cause, moved to unite its growing membership with the nation’s first “No Kill Directory” and, in 1995, its first “no kill” conference.9 While only seventy-five people attended, the number almost doubled the second year and, by 1999, had shot up to six hundred.10 Best Friends began its own series of “No More Homeless Pets” conferences. In California, conservative governor Pete Wilson signed legislation prohibiting the use of carbon monoxide in shelter killing, while the Hayden Act, sponsored by the 1960s activist and then state senator, extended the time a stray animal was held before it was put down. It also required public shelters to provide a place for posting lost-and-found notices.11

It was clear that no kill could not possibly succeed without groups like Lange’s to help move out and market the shelter’s “merchandise,” and the number of groups quickly multiplied. In the three years between 1996 and 1999, the number of golden retriever rescues grew as much as it had in the previous fifteen.12 Data from the National Center for Charitable Statistics showed that the number of “animal protection” organizations formed in the 1990s was triple what it had been in the 1980s. (By 2006, it would rise another 40 percent.13)

Advancing internet use helped make this continued growth possible. Early rescue groups had laboriously hung Polaroids of available animals in pet supply stores and advertised in classified sections or free papers like the Pet Press, Recycler, and PennySaver. Some showed off their animals on city streets.

“Every Saturday and Sunday, I was on the corner of 15th and Montana in Santa Monica,” recalled Nancy Sarnoff, who began Perfect Pet Rescue in 1996. “I got permission from the city, and I had a local homeowner that I gave gifts to, who allowed us to keep all our stuff there, and to use the bathroom.”

Now, a relatively new online enterprise, Petfinder.com, served as a pre-Tinder Tinder for people and pets, providing photos and contact information for tens of thousands of available animals across the nation. Another newish business, PayPal, made it easy to send money.

What wasn’t to like? Thousands of animals were finding homes, thousands of lives were being saved.

Lori was at Sinbad’s gas station when she heard about the mystery animal.

“Have you seen the wild thing that lives under this building?” one of the workers asked, gesturing at a nearby crawl space. “Wait a few minutes, it’ll come out.”

A head appeared, a body. It was . . . a dog. Female. A Shar-Pei from the profile, though she was so emaciated it was hard to be sure. She was covered in motor oil, eyes sealed almost shut, coat so blackened she resembled some prehistoric beast. She nosed the ground, looking for food, but fled in terror when Lori approached, darting back beneath the building. Her mute suffering was unbearable.

“How long has this dog been here?” Lori asked, hardly able to speak.

“As long as I have. Maybe three years.”

“You’ve never tried to help her?”

The man shrugged. “Eventually she’ll die.”

“We have to get this dog,” she told Richard. For a month, she walked to the gas station daily, leaving tins of food and water. The dog put on weight but still wouldn’t let Lori touch her. Even if she got hold of this animal, she thought, what would she do with her?

On the internet, the search words help and Shar-Pei led her to a woman in Northern California who ran a Shar-Pei “rescue.”

Few of the changes spreading from the no kill movement had penetrated the downtown streets. But fairly recently, Lori and Richard had run into people who called themselves “rescuers.” They were hard to miss, well-dressed white women driving Volvo and Mercedes sedans, vividly out of place among downtown’s sweatshop workers. Some of them picked up and took street dogs, some wept as they talked about the animals’ suffering, some fed them.

“Don’t touch those dogs, they’re mine!” a woman wearing fashionable round sunglasses cried one day when she saw Lori and Richard trying to capture a few females in an alley.

“The white one has had two litters this year and we’re trying to take her in,” Lori explained.

The woman looked at her with scorn. “The pound will kill them. They’ll be fine here.” She grabbed an open package of baloney from the passenger seat of her car and began to fling the round pink slices into the street.

“Rescuers,” indeed. Lori and Richard privately called them “Weepers” and “Feeders.”

But the Northern California woman at the Shar-Pei rescue offered help. She said that if Lori could trap the dog, whom she decided should be called Angel, she would take her in.

Lori shared the story with the men in the Modernica wood shop, and soon everyone joined the recovery operation. The “ultimate trap” they built was a sturdy box on wheels, large enough to hold the dog but compact enough to fit in the company van that would take her to the vet. Then every day for a week, Lori and Richard brought the trap to the crawl space, luring Angel closer and closer with a trail of food. One day, the dog put her head inside the box. Bingo! Lori pushed her in and slammed the door. The Northern California woman arranged for Angel’s transport and adoption, and her story would have had a happy ending, except that she died three months later of kidney failure, probably from years of drinking tainted water.

Lori was devastated when she got the news.

“Don’t be,” the Northern California woman told her. “Without you, she would have died alone.”

If “rescue” was what had taken Angel from a hole in the ground to a home, perhaps the word actually described what Lori and Richard did. When she approached one of the Weepers to ask about it, the woman was eager to help.

“You need to start a nonprofit,” she told Lori. “You need to get the word out!—teach people on the Westside what’s happening downtown! You need to get donations, hold a fundraiser! I can help you with that; I know a lot of wealthy people. You’ll need a great name. What about ‘Motley Mutts’? ‘Rag Tag Crew’?”

The suggestions offended Lori’s managerial sensibility. Successful retail, she knew, required having both a desirable product and a name that described it, one that placed a company both aesthetically and geographically. She and Richard worked the downtown streets. They served downtown dogs. They would be Downtown Dog Rescue.
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Street Families

1999–2003

Downtown Los Angeles

WORD GOT OUT ABOUT THE WHITE GIRL HELPING BENNY. Soon other people with animals showed up when Lori was visiting him at the alcove. They brought a dog that had been hit by a car and so badly hurt all Lori could do was pay to have it euthanized. One with a gash on its side; she covered the cost of stitches. There was a downtown reality that she and Richard had failed to grasp: many of the dogs they’d followed on the street, worried about, sometimes sterilized and released, weren’t strays at all; they were unhoused people’s pets. She’d be at Benny’s talking, hear the rattle of his gate opening, see a stranger. She’d tense, then look to Benny’s dogs for cues. If the very protective Lizzy didn’t growl, the new arrival was a friend.

At first, the visitors, almost all men, didn’t know what to make of her. “Are you a social worker?” one asked.

Downtown’s people, like its dogs, had territories rife with feuds, turf wars, and drama. Older and “independent” homeless, like Benny, avoided Skid Row except to get a meal or some other service. They lived alone or with a single partner or friend, guarding their privacy and autonomy. On the Row itself, each block was controlled by a crew, and encampments under the bridges operated like fiefdoms. An educated Black woman named Destiny, who had adopted one of Pookie’s puppies, ran the 6th Street camp like a queen. She even had a “servant,” a man who never spoke, and who made her tea. Just as in the rest of America, segregation was the rule: Black people didn’t hang with Latinos and vice versa; alcoholics looked down on “crackheads” who wouldn’t go near heroin addicts.

But everyone liked Benny. Stray dogs always found their way to him, and so did people who’d found dogs or had news of dogs. No matter when or where it happened, if someone wasn’t doing right by an animal, Benny heard about it and told Lori.

“The man is hitting her. I feel bad about that dog.”

The next day she and Richard would be out in the van looking for it.

The people she met through and because of Benny were impoverished, addicted, criminal, mentally ill—the kind of people anyone might cross the street to avoid. Sometimes they frightened, angered, or repelled her. Some were broken, like the young prostitute born and raised on Skid Row by a prostitute mother, who had sold her for the first time when she was just twelve. Some were always angry; if she dared to offer a polite How are you? they hissed, “How do you think I am? I’m here. How would you be?”

Some who kept animals were predators, drug dealers, thieves, addicts who bred them for money or to trade for a hit of whatever they smoked or shot. Lori paid one man $750 out of pocket for a litter, because it was the fastest way to get the puppies to safety. She soon realized the futility of that—the man kept the mother and surely would breed her again. But others loved and needed their pets the same way she’d needed Heidi. Whatever their failings, she could feel a connection. Dewayne was one of the latter. He was in his fifties and by his account a former USC football player. Now he smoked crack and lived in an Airstream trailer parked near the river with several strays and girls he pimped out. Sometimes his conversation was serious and intelligent, but other times he struggled to form a sentence. A fury pulsed off him when he was high. But he cared for his dogs, Buster and Rerun, and even the strays he found.

Mike was a serial burglar and crack addict in his late forties. He was big, often bare-chested, and always terrifying when he was high. But he doted on Bullet, a small mixed-breed dog who was so smart he knew not to cross the street until the light turned green. Clay, also in his forties, was handsome and ripped enough to be an actor, but he’d been in prison for murder. He always had a dog by his side and shrugged it off when one chewed up one of his few possessions.

Carlos and Estela had spent a decade on Broadway, living on the pavement in front of a liquor store that gave them credit. Estela, who had graying hair and a face worn into deep grooves, had come north from Mexico only to have her husband abandon her near the Row, where the much younger Carlos found her crying. He, too, had been alone. Now she watched over the collection of shopping carts he kept filled with junk, he kept her safe at night, and together, they drank.

“What’s wrong with her?” Lori had asked, alarmed and repulsed the day she saw Estela passed out face down on the sidewalk.

Carlos waved his hand. “She’ll be fine.”

Their dogs Daddy and Catcher—and four generations of their offspring, who all stayed nearby—were their family.

Many human–animal pairs lived on America’s streets, though no one could agree on how many. The homeless hid their pets for fear they’d be taken away; the pets themselves roamed freely, and custody of them could be fluid, with dogs and cats left behind, given away, passed to someone else if an owner went to jail, rehab, or a shelter. According to some later estimates, maybe 10 percent of homeless people were pet owners, maybe as many as 25 percent.1 The few academics who studied this group between 1994 and 2000 did agree on one thing: unhoused men and women were deeply bound to the animals they called “my best friend,” the “only thing I love,” and the “only thing that loves me.” Pets made them feel less lonely, reported sociologist Leslie Irvine; they brought structure, constancy, permanence, a reason to get up in the morning. Against the daily rejection of upstanding citizens, who skirted the homeless, mouths pursed in distaste, pets said you are wanted.2 A dog missed you when you left, joyously welcomed you home, and brought solace when no other source of comfort existed in a cold, solitary tent.

Dogs loved their homeless owners; their humans loved them back. What they couldn’t provide, Lori gradually understood, was what they couldn’t give themselves: cleanliness, a good diet, medical care. They couldn’t plan to prevent a crisis (like an unwanted litter) or put aside cash to cover one.

Nationally, there were charities that helped homeless people and scattered attempts to help homeless dogs. Stray Rescue in St. Louis picked up feral animals; free vet clinics operated in San Francisco and Sacramento; and twice monthly, the sixty-four-year-old owner of a Seattle animal hospital offered food, veterinary exams, and shots in the basement of the city’s Union Gospel Mission.3 But these efforts were intermittent—“You treat people’s animals for something, and you never see them again,” Stanley Coe, the Seattle vet, ruefully told a reporter—and focused on people or pets, not the two together.4

No one was doing what Lori began to do, long before she was able to articulate it: care for animals and people in a way that allowed them to stay together. It was about justice, yes—didn’t someone who’d pulled a puppy out of a dumpster and warmed it inside his ragged shirt deserve the joy it brought?—but also utility. If an unhoused person’s dog was taken from him, what good would come of it? The man would mourn. A dog used to a free-roaming life among numerous people and dogs might never adjust to life in a silent suburban yard. It came down to something pretty simple: the animals downtown suffered because their owners lacked the information and/or resources to properly care for them. What if someone just . . . helped?

The work started with trust. One afternoon, someone knifed Rerun, the Shar-Pei–pit mix that belonged to Dewayne who lived in the Airstream trailer. Serial burglar Mike saw it happen and pedaled to Modernica on his bike to scream, “Loooori!” up at her office window. She dropped what she was doing and rushed the dog to a vet she’d found in nearby Highland Park. Dr. Simon was a kind man, and not fussy about who brought in an animal versus who owned it, as long as someone paid the bill. She’d promised him that “I’m going to bring you a lot of business,” and he agreed to cut his prices. He couldn’t save Rerun, but everyone on the street saw that Lori had tried.

She enlisted a Spanish-speaking Modernica employee to accompany her to Carlos and Estela’s spot near the liquor store. There he translated her explanation that female dogs can bear two litters of six or seven puppies each year, which meant the eighteen still-fertile animals around them would soon create a canine New York City on the pavement. In the end, she and Richard sterilized them all.

She got permission to spay volatile Clay’s red nose pit bull Sandy, a handsome and very aggressive female that others on the street were advising him to breed. She spayed an adorable shepherd puppy that she (reluctantly) returned to him.

“Very good, Miss Lori,” Clay responded in his deep, resonant voice. “That was a test. I have good news, you passed.”

The no kill movement continued to spread, though unevenly. To encourage more pet adoption, shelters tried strategies lifted from the business world—“marketing” pets, improving the public’s access to them with longer hours—but achieving no kill nation proved far more difficult than first imagined. The initial burst of zeal plucked low-hanging fruit, Best Friends founder Francis Battista told me in 2022. “There were such massive numbers of animals being killed, so many that were super-easy to place.” Small cities with affluent or educated populations, like Ithaca, New York, an often-cited early success, did better than large urban centers. And as shelter populations of pure-bred animals and puppies thinned, moving “merchandise” became substantially harder. After Richard Avanzino’s 1998 departure from the San Francisco SPCA, for instance, even that city’s enthusiasm faded, and by 2010, a measure mandating a no kill policy in city shelters was tabled indefinitely.5

Meanwhile, intense arguments erupted over everything, even what no kill actually meant. Was it that no shelter animal should ever be euthanized? If not, when was it acceptable? What was to be done with animals that were sick, injured, aggressive? Treat them no matter the cost? Hold them forever?

Other issues loomed. The “manifest and latent sources of tension” in the animal welfare community that sociologist Arnold Arluke laid out in a 2003 article would endure. Prime among them was that the very structure of the public municipal shelter system seemed to condemn it to play villain. The system hadn’t been designed to help pets but to protect public safety by containing strays (and often disposing of them). Municipal shelters had to take in any animal that was picked up on the street or surrendered by its owner. Newer, explicitly “no kill” shelters that ran on private donations could pick and choose. Public shelter managers complained this meant that such places got highly adoptable “movie star” dogs and cats, leaving them with the mean, old, deaf, blind, mangy, tick-laden, cherry-eyed, and rotten-teethed rest. And the dirty work of euthanizing some when no adopters appeared. And the blame for it.

True believers angrily replied that old-style shelters were to blame. Culpability rested “on the shoulders of the very shelter directors who find killing easier than doing what is necessary to stop it” and who were “steeped in a culture of defeatism,” declared Nathan Winograd, the attorney and outspoken advocate who founded the No Kill Advocacy Center.6 No-killers burned with a “religious fervor,” akin to that in the pro-life movement, wrote sociologist Arnold Arluke—a belief that killing was a moral assault. The very words no kill carried such a profound power that believers could not stop using them. Passionate about the need to protect all lives, some described shelters that practiced euthanasia as criminal, even genocidal—at one no kill conference, a panelist called shelter euthanasia a “holocaust of family members.”7

While these ideological battles raged, the number of rescue groups kept growing, though their grassroots nature made it impossible to say exactly how many existed and who their members were. A rescue could be two people meeting in someone’s living room or a dozen like-minded friends or a large organization with its own kennel. It could focus on saving Chihuahuas or shepherds or bottle-feeding kittens or animals with medical needs or seniors on their last legs. It could take animals from the local shelter (“pull” them, in rescue lingo) or from one in an adjoining county or the streets of another county. Some even bought them off Craigslist in the hopes of cutting the supply to backyard breeders and dogfighting rings. Everyone had their priorities and rules, which they broke when some animal tugged at their heart in an unexpected way. Everyone had their hearts broken—when the aging Chow picked for her appealing face turned out to have a gaping chest wound that needed expensive surgery and after it was successful and she was adopted by a great family, she suddenly dropped dead.

A rescue group could fade in a year or last more than a decade, could survive on a shoestring or tap wealthy donors to bring in millions. With the exception of zoning requirements and kennel licensing, there were no laws governing how such efforts operated. Rescues had to become IRS-approved nonprofits in order to collect tax-deductible donations and adopt at reduced rates from municipal shelters, but that basically meant filing paperwork. There was no mandated training, background check, or rule book. Whoever ran a rescue was the sole arbiter of who adopted its animals and how much information was required before an adoption was approved. (Often, it was a lot: Slate writer Emily Yoffe would later bemoan the barriers would-be adopters faced from these animal guardians, the “Jeopardy-like quizzes”—Where will the dog sleep? Do you plan to have children? What happens if you divorce?—and lengthy applications that were “as much fun to fill out as a Form 1040.”8)

These growing legions of rescuers, like many past reformers—suffragists, temperance advocates, anti-vivisectionists—were largely female, middle class or above, and white, the demographic with enough time and cash for the effort.9 There was no money to be made in rescue, in fact it was usually the opposite: the little terrier saved from shelter death could turn out to have distemper and need a week at the vet; the appealing litter of puppies could all have parvovirus, an infectious, potentially fatal gastrointestinal virus whose treatment could wipe out a yearly budget in a week. The time required to find and pull animals, document, photograph, and advertise them, the sleepless nights when they whined and cried or, for newborn kittens, needed round-the-clock bottle-feeding, wasn’t for someone exhausted from long-hour, low-wage work.

Rescuers’ places on the human political spectrum varied, but they were passionate, even messianic, about what they did. Especially in the early days, that drive was justified, since the threat of death really did hover over every shelter dog and cat. Sometimes, though, it also seemed rooted in something sad and painful inside the rescuers themselves. “I believe that every person who gets involved in rescue is missing something in their life,” was what one woman with eighteen years in the effort told me. Somewhere along the way, humans had failed them. So perhaps had life in the twentieth and then the twenty-first centuries. Americans were “lonely,” wrote political scientist Robert D. Putnam in Bowling Alone, published in 2001: estranged from our neighbors, no longer churchgoers or union members, we lived solitary lives, married late, divorced more.

“We are increasingly discontented, disaffected, isolated, needy . . . powerless and vulnerable, removed from the people who run our work and civic lives,” journalist Jon Katz added a few years later, in The New Work of Dogs. “Families scatter; friends let us down. More and more we’ve turned to dogs when we need love, or despair of unfulfilling lives . . .”10 Pets were no longer mere companions, but intimates, “fur-babies,” their birthdays celebrated and deaths mourned on social media. When one Pew Research Center survey asked Americans to which family member they felt closest, more answered “the dog” than “Mom” or “Dad.”11

Simply adopting a pet could fill that emptiness, but saving one was gratifying on a whole other level. The fight to change shelter policy was morally important, but also an impersonal, institutional battle. Rescue was about individual salvation. It was hands-on, drawn-out, emotional, and all-consuming. You had to make alliances with shelter staff and with the volunteers who helped them, who would then call you when they took in a dog that was your “type.” Over and over, you had to brave the shelter itself, the smells and immensity of need, the imploring eyes and desperate cries. You had to make a series of ugly, Sophie’s Choice decisions—did you take a healthy animal over one that was injured and needed you more but would be pricey to help? You made impractical decisions just so you could sleep at night, like pulling that arthritic, not-very-adoptable eleven-year-old because he looked at you with a despair you couldn’t stand. You always faced the arbitrary cruelty of limits: each animal saved meant one left behind.

That was just the start. Dogs often emerged from the shelter ragged, dirty, angry, and scared. They pulled on the leash and tried to escape, showed teeth, found their “freedom ride” so terrifying they shit in the car. Dozens of hours of rehab and training might follow. Sit. Come. Potty. I’m your friend. There would be vet and grooming appointments, meet-and-greet sessions and interviews with potential adopters, applications to read. Money would have to be raised—money always had to be raised—to pay for the vaccinations and sterilizations and the expected unexpected: dental issues, blood work, tumor removal, X-rays.

Rescues without kennels had to recruit and maintain a network of responsible foster families to house pets until they were adopted (while paying for their food and medicine) or arrange commercial boarding (more money to raise). Those that owned kennels needed funding to pay staff and buy food. To raise money, you had to find and target donors, schedule events, solicit donated goods for auctions, and later, once social media took hold, stay eternally active. It was Sisyphean, endless. The shelter never emptied. The second one animal got a home, it was time to take in another.

But the transcendent joy of watching the frightened and suspicious reborn in the weeks after their liberation! They slept long, luxurious hours, ate and ate, explored the outdoors, rolled in wet grass, grinned, and offered their bellies. They forgave humans almost every evil, stretched their faces upward and bloomed. For someone who’d made that happen, it was a glimpse of redemption—and personal power.

Yes, a woman could be lonely in the 2000s, but animals didn’t take your number and then ghost you, didn’t care what you earned, wore, or weighed. Yes, it was hard to feel purpose, harder still to feel that anything you did made a difference, but when you pulled a shelter dog, you literally stood between life and death. A rescuer might not be able to vote for a candidate she believed in, love her job, find a romantic partner, further world peace, or stop global warming. But she could save one dog.

Sometimes when Lori lay awake at night, she pictured the downtown streets laid out in a grid. She’d divide the grid into regions, and the regions into blocks, and see herself walking them all, building by building, finding dogs without people and taking them, finding dogs with people and caring for them.

She found new regulars under the 4th Street Bridge in an encampment so dangerous she and Richard had been afraid to enter. Inspired by a propaganda-drop Lori had seen on the TV show M*A*S*H, they hand-printed flyers announcing they would help anyone ready to sterilize their animals and threw them over a fence. One man who responded was a fat, bearded heroin addict and open racist living in a mostly Black crowd, with a series of very young runaway girlfriends. He’d rescued his teacup terrier when she was a puppy and small enough to fit in his hand. The second was younger, Black, a sweet aspiring actor with a Rottweiler. Lori liked the second man, despised the first, but they sterilized both dogs.

She tracked the others she knew daily. She left home before dawn, got off the freeway in Chinatown, and drove down Broadway to check on Carlos and Estela at the liquor store. At lunch she went to Dewayne’s Airstream trailer; on Sundays, she brought Benny a Pollo Loco dinner and stayed to chat. She had big plans for Benny. She’d help him apply for Social Security and welfare, find him an apartment, and raise the money to pay his security deposit.

“You could have everything you have here, but inside,” she told him earnestly. “I’d even pay your rent to get you started.”

She was stunned when he flatly turned her down. “I don’t want that, Miss Lori,” he answered. “I love my home.”

“But you have to live with rats and bugs!”

“But you got a house that ain’t even your house. It belong to the bank. You’re the one that needs help. You’re like a rat on a wheel. Don’t think I never did live in a house—I was in that rat race, paid the electric bill, did all that, and got nowhere. I’m a lot happier now.”

“But—”

“This is a simple, simple life. I don’t owe nobody nothing. Every single day I wake up and God is good to me.” He lifted the cross he wore to his mouth and kissed it. “I thank the Lord I got a roof over my head, I got running water, my hot plate, my dogs. God brought me you, Miss Lori! Did I ever tell you I love you?” He smiled. “I’m the fifty-two-year-old son you never had.”

Benny’s refusal angered her. But the more time she spent on the street, the more Lori faced the limits of her own agenda. She helped a woman who swore she was clean, then OD’d, leaving her dog tied to a fence and crying for two days.

The shepherd puppy she had fixed and given back to Clay ran into the street only days later, was hit by a semi, and died. When Clay told her, Lori kept her expression neutral and waited until she was alone to break down. If she’d kept that little dog, it would have lived. But then Clay would have spread the word that she’d broken her promise, and no one on the street would have believed in her again.

In an alley not far from Benny’s alcove, the eternally horny Iron Head ran into Clay’s other dog, the red pit bull Sandy, and tried to mount her. She took great offense and, in a short, vicious fight, killed him.

“Where is he?” Lori asked Benny, horrified. He told her he’d left Iron Head’s body where it lay.

“It’s over” was all he said.

It’s over. She hadn’t been to church since she was a child but was coming to understand why Benny wore a cross and why the “church ladies” who came downtown could always gather street people into an impromptu prayer circle. Amid the endless pain and violence, you had to believe that someone had a plan.

Or you had to live without one, to live in the world that existed, not the one you wanted.

By mid-2003, Lori had learned enough about the internet to create a rough website for Downtown Dog Rescue, or DDR, and the group had become part of an existing local cat rescue, even though its founder didn’t really support what Lori was doing. The affiliation, which lasted until 2013, gave DDR nonprofit status, which would help with donations. (In 2013, DDR became its own nonprofit.) That was increasingly important, since Lori and Richard were still paying out of pocket for everything they did.

Lori began going to local pet stores on their “adoption days,” times set aside for rescues to bring in their adoptable animals for the public to meet. In her case, that meant former or even current street dogs, which made for some interesting moments. She’d gotten friendly with a prostitute who always called when she saw a dog in need and had taken in a beautiful shepherd that she longed to keep but couldn’t since she’d gotten pregnant herself. Lori would fetch the dog, show it, and when no one wanted it, bring it back. At one pet store, she was politely told not to return. “Why are the dogs you bring here so dirty?” the manager asked her. “Why do they smell like beer?”

Richard remained her closest ally, office mate, brother. Although he lived with his own partner, people who met them together sensed such intimacy they thought he was her husband. But during the hours at pet stores and vet offices, she drew others into her orbit. It wasn’t quite accurate to call the relationships “close”; the protective wall Lori had erected around herself made that hard. One woman who’d known Lori for more than twenty years told me she had no idea Lori had family living nearby. Her reserve could be read as snooty or aloof.

“Cool and self-contained, that beautiful-woman thing” was how an artist who’d lived near Modernica put it.

Like many visionaries, she also was single-minded, driven, even obsessive—not the person you called to grab a movie or spur-of-the-moment drink. A longtime friend described, without judgment, a “utilitarian” quality to their relationship: “We talk when there’s a reason.”

Lori wasn’t classically charismatic either, said another, “but she made the mission clear.” Decades later, writer Anand Giridharadas would describe a compelling cause as one that contained “a home” for believers, and “offer[ed] meaning, comfort, and belonging.”12 The downtown work had all those things, plus Lori’s impeccable planning and logistics.

“She was brilliant,” recalled Lezle Stein, who was an ex–New York punk rocker and fledgling dog trainer intrigued with LA’s “dark streets.” “When I’d drive around with her, she knew every single homeless person out there. It was one of the best adventures of my life.”

Lori and Lezle later had a falling out, a pattern that would repeat. On the other hand, Sandy Dragotis, who was then in her thirties, became a lifer. Short and outspoken, Sandy worked at a manufacturing company just south of downtown, near a whole community of homeless, and had her own Benny. Drew was a white, seventysomething ex-military man from the Midwest with schizophrenia, who for twenty years had lived beneath an LA River overpass, with a junk-filled van, his dogs Fluffy and Big Boy, and a rotating crew of strays. Sandy had sterilized and placed dozens of them and regularly financed vet care for Big Boy. She’d worked alone and later said that meeting Lori “felt like connecting with the French underground.” Sandy and her husband would become regular DDR volunteers for the next two decades, helping manage adoptions and running a hotline to answer public calls for help. They also would watch over Drew for the rest of his life, adopting Big Boy after he entered a nursing home, and visiting him until he died of cancer in 2008. “We loved each other,” Sandy told me. “He was a pain in the neck, but he became family.”

Informally, DDR’s focus split in two. In part it functioned as a fairly conventional rescue group, taking in stray dogs from the street and later the shelter, vetting and advertising them and finding them new homes. The other, radical work took place on downtown sidewalks and alleys and involved people. It was the first step toward a paradigm shift in the whole concept of rescue.

Happy, the Jindo that guarded the gas station with his friend Sinbad, got hit by a forklift at the nearby chemical company. Two workers arrived at the Modernica factory breathlessly bearing his mangled body. “He’s hurt, bad!” Lori and Richard rushed the dog to Dr. Simon, where surgery and a hospital stay cost them a staggering $1,000.

Afterward, the dog needed to be confined and to take antibiotics. “Happy won’t recover if you put him back on the street,” warned the vet.

Lori and Richard appealed to Frank Novak. “Can we keep him at the factory until he’s better? Just for a week.”

Frank shrugged. “Yeah, sure.”

With some Home Depot poles and a scavenged collection of chain link and wood scraps from a nearby alley, the two built a makeshift pen in the Modernica parking lot. Happy stayed there at the end of a long chain. He healed, but his week in the lot stretched to two, then three. Then his lonely buddy Sinbad began coming around to visit.

“Naughty boy, you can’t live here, too!” Lori told him, pushing the dog away. But his persistence amused her. Sinbad would find her while she was running errands in other parts of the neighborhood. When she opened the side gate to leave the factory at the end of the day, there he was.

“I’ll see you later, boy,” she’d call, and he’d chase her car all the way to the freeway.

She and Richard had decided to neuter Sinbad, but after the surgery, he somehow escaped, and they found him wading in the foul water of the LA River. That was enough. Lori coaxed him into her office where he spent weeks recovering on a pillow below her desk.

“This better not be for long,” Frank warned her.

But Sinbad liked his new role as a shop dog, especially after Lori and Richard designed and built him an Eames-style dog bed. The gas station worker who’d enjoyed his nighttime company was upset. “You stole him,” he said. But the dogs had made their choice.

Their boss’s silent acquiescence to dogs on-site gave Lori an idea. Maybe, she said to Richard, they could . . . very quietly . . . find a way to take in even more?

One key to the Lori–Richard partnership was a neat division of labor. If she had an idea, he could execute. He considered. “What if we demolished what we have and built a new kennel that looks exactly the same—but bigger?”

The old structure had been funky because it was built of scrap; the new one looked that way on purpose. It was the first of several stealth expansions that turned the company parking lot into a weird amalgam of factory yard and canine-themed preschool, with brightly painted flower boxes and a kiddie pool for relief on hot days. A roving collection passed through. Papa the handsome truck-yard shepherd had been shot to death by a security guard who claimed the dog had lunged at him, and Mimi his white Jindo paramour was also gone. But their son Chasui had remained at a nearby factory, and when the business shut down, its owners simply left him behind. The big shaggy dog sat waiting patiently by the padlocked front door, so Lori and Richard took him in. He was joined by the strays Modernica workers regularly found in their home neighborhoods, “at the car wash,” “at my mechanic.”

The kennel housed dogs that had been born on the downtown streets and passed from one person to another until they became too big or too much trouble, other abandoned guard dogs, dogs found tied to poles, whose stories would never be fully known. It held dogs that had belonged to loving humans they’d lost to rehab or prison after the state’s “Three-Strikes Law” sent anyone who got busted and had two prior serious felony convictions to prison for twenty-five years to life. Even if that third offense was something minor, like stealing a slice of pizza.13

And as time went on, it held a changing contingent of shelter dogs, hopefully en route to better lives. Ultimately, three thousand dogs would spend time in the Modernica parking lot kennel, romping amid the machinery, peeing on wood piles, and periodically erupting in howls and bloody brawls while Frank Novak, for his own reasons, looked the other way.

Modernica continued to grow, and retail stores opened in Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago. By 1999, Lori had been promoted to general manager. She and Ken had finished their home renovations, and the one-time wreck was now a gleaming mid-century jewel. An impulsive decision to leave weekend food for guard dogs had grown into an organization, kennel, website, and roster of human clients, some of whom Lori hired to work at Modernica. In late 2002, Los Angeles Times reporter Bob Pool wrote a feature about Lori and Richard, calling their work downtown a “crusade.”

But Ken was growing restive. More and more, Lori felt absent at home, or was absent—off at the kennel or with her people downtown. He’d never shared her fascination with them; in fact, the opposite. He had grown up in a rough neighborhood and known too many people whose lives got derailed. You could burn yourself out trying to solve their problems.

Those people are losers, he told Lori. You’re wrong if you think you’ll change them.

And there were the dogs. Every time he returned to Altadena from his Venice store, there was some new animal living there. He liked dogs and cats well enough, but hosting a menagerie wasn’t the way he’d envisioned his life. If you liked to explore the world, which he did, animals held you back. He and Lori had always had so much to talk about—design, the art world and its collectors and dealers. Now her conversation was about dogs. They were what she thought about, what made her eyes light up. When she knelt to play with one of the animals at the house, laughing, “You little monkey! You wild little hot dog!” there was a joyous inflection in her voice.

“When I see you with the dogs,” he told her, “you’re a different person.”

Word came that something bad had happened to Bandit, a young black pit bull living at the 4th Street Bridge encampment.

“His owner beat him with a pipe! Busted him up!”

Lori found the puppy lying in stunned agony at Benny’s alcove, his leg twisted at a terrible angle. The fracture was too much for Dr. Simon to handle; Lori paid an emergency facility on the Westside close to $4,000 on the promise that Bandit might walk again. Afterward, she brought him back with her to Altadena.

For years, she would think about the days that followed, imagining what she might have done differently. Bandit had always been aggressive with other dogs, and the injury didn’t change that. She came home to find blood everywhere. In the yard, a sweet, shy boxer mix that she had taken in lay torn apart. Dr. Simon tried and failed to save him.

“You might consider putting Bandit down,” he said.

In her heart, she suspected he was right. But she’d spent so much money on the dog already and felt an obligation to the few good people at the encampment, who were rooting for his survival. She took Bandit to the Modernica kennel, where he and Happy hated each other on sight. She and Richard did their best to keep them apart, covering the chain-link fence around Bandit’s enclosure with fortress-like sheets of plywood. It wasn’t enough. During the night, Bandit somehow ate through the plywood and when Happy came too close, grabbed his leg. The cheerful Jindo that had been Sinbad’s best friend died during amputation surgery.

“Bandit is a dangerous dog,” Dr. Simon told her quietly. “If you don’t put him down, I can’t continue to be your vet.”

Heartsick, Lori nodded her okay.

Afterward, her brain kept playing the scenes like a film on endless loop—Bandit beaten and suffering in the homeless camp, Happy mauled and suffering all night in the kennel. She’d taken responsibility for these animals’ lives and had failed them both. Ken couldn’t understand her grief, another wedge between them. When he learned that an Altadena neighbor had been stalking Lori and she hadn’t told him, it was the last straw. He left for Europe on a buying trip, and when he returned sat her down.

“This isn’t going to work,” he said. “You need to do your thing with the dogs, and there’s no place in it for me.”

Within a week, he had moved out. It was like the days after David: her center had been ripped away. Who would she be, how would she find her way without someone to guide her? Bereft and in terror, she wanted to die. She even cried in front of Benny, who awkwardly patted her shoulder.

“Miss Lori, he was no good for you.”

It was Benny and the downtown dogs and people that held her back from giving in to despair. Maybe she wanted to die, but she couldn’t—no one else would care for them. The Altadena house sold almost immediately, for more than three times what Lori and Ken had paid for it. Lori bought a new place nearby, small, but with a huge overgrown yard big enough to hold multiple dog runs.

Somehow, her connection to Ken endured; long after they separated, after he married and divorced, he remained a friend and confidant. For years, whenever some new challenge or the old fears arose, he was the one she called to ask, “Is everything going to be okay?” He always said that it would be.

But she wouldn’t be with him now in the same way, and maybe not with any man. Wherever she was going, she would have to get there alone.
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Downtown Los Angeles

THERE WERE EASILY A HUNDRED PLACES WHERE THE UNhoused gathered in and around downtown, and Lori and Richard tried to hit them all. “Mission: noon!” Lori would call out, tapping her watch, and at lunchtime, the two of them, and for a while Lezle Stein as well, piled into the Modernica van. Richard drove wildly as Lori shouted, “Slow down!” and Lezle howled with laughter. They sped over bridges, along the train tracks and the river, past freeway overpasses and ramps and into dark side streets and alleys, looking for dogs, people, people with dogs. They jumped out, crunched over garbage and broken glass, called hellos to people locked away in their own worlds. Lori’s gift was the ability to join them there, her soft, even voice offering a hum of affirmation:

“I’m having trouble—”

“—Uh, huh, trouble . . .”

“—because I know they’re watching me!—”

“—Oh, they’re watching? . . .”

The girl whose radar once tuned her in to her parents’ shifting moods could adapt to any situation, shape-shifting and code-switching so seamlessly it were as if someone else inhabited her body.

Hi, don’t worry, we’re not the dog police! Can I give your dog a treat? She’s so beautiful! . . . I see you take really good care of her. Can she still have puppies? Yes? Suddenly she was a kindly aunt or school librarian, regretfully sharing the facts of life. Okay. Let me help you see what that means . . .

The filth didn’t make her flinch. The visibly disturbed didn’t throw her. “I’m so sorry, but we have to go,” she told a mentally ill woman she was visiting one day with Lezle Stein, who had made it forcefully clear she did not want them to leave. Lezle later laughed when she told me that somehow Lori had come up with the one wild story that cut off the argument. She patted Lezle’s shoulder then whispered to the client, “I have to get her back to the sanitarium.”

The downtown streets were dirty and dangerous, but they had a powerful pull. Every morning she woke filled with dread-tinged excitement. There was no telling what might happen. It was like being a war correspondent in the midst of the action, alert and alive and learning things a “civilian” never could. No one had a cell phone camera back then; there was no YouTube, Facebook, or TikTok. Nobody saw what she did. This world was hers alone.

After a while, everyone knew who she was, though not necessarily her name. She was . . . Lady. Dog Lady. Ragged people arrived at Modernica to pound on the door. “Dog Lady! I need you!”

She began getting calls from social workers who’d finally found some homeless person a place to live, but . . . no animals allowed. He won’t go if he has to leave the dog on the street. Can you help? Calls came from animal control officers at the North Central shelter, which served the downtown area: There’s a guy on the street near you with a mother dog and nine puppies. He’s not technically breaking any rules, but it’s a bad situation. Can you talk to him?

She’d buy a sandwich and cookies, look for the tent, crouch down. “Would you like some lunch? Wow, look at all those puppies!” Then came that gentle, regretful voice: “I know you think this is all good, but it’s not. LAPD and animal control will be all over you, and if you’ve already got an outstanding warrant or two—you do? How about we clean everything up? We’ll get mama spayed and legal and find homes for those puppies, okay?” Watching the reaction. “Good. You’re doing the right thing. You’ll give nine people a lot of happiness. And if you need help with your dog, I’ll always be here for you.”

There’s a homeless man here, yelling that we’ve got his dog . . . He’s a Vietnam vet, so we’re trying to help, but we’re gonna have to call the cops . . . Is there any chance you could talk to him?

That call, from North Central, was how Lori met Ray. His pit bull, Petey, had bitten someone. The context was murky—Ray later claimed he’d been provoked by a drug dealer—but animal control had swooped in, and the dog’s future looked bleak. No one would ever adopt a pit with a bite history, and to reclaim him, Ray would need to pay fines and a redemption fee made particularly hefty because Petey was unlicensed. Hefty, in this case, meant impossible; Ray had nothing. When Lori arrived at the shelter, she found him pacing the small lobby, a pale, bony white man in his fifties, reeking of weed and beer.

“I won’t leave without my dog!” he bellowed, and even after Lori made it clear that she was there to help, he couldn’t calm down. “I can’t—I’ll pay you back—it’s just till—I’m getting it together—”

“I’ll take care of it,” she said, pulling the redemption cash from her wallet. The burly dog, a brown-and-white pit bull with an endearing patch over one eye, raced into Ray’s arms.

“I’ll give you a ride home,” she said.

Ray lived with Petey in East Hollywood, in a faded yellow Econoline van. The neighborhood was a grimy stretch of graffiti-covered strip malls and auto repair shops. On Berendo Street, where Ray parked, a line of scraggly fan palms swayed above long-ago subdivided Craftsman homes and faded stucco apartments. Sullen teens smoked on stoops, kids roamed the sidewalks, no adults in sight, and dealers sold everything from weed to crack and heroin. The van sat in front of a condemned house that the city had never torn down and whose cracked-out squatters let Ray bootleg electricity and use the bathroom. Soon Lori was coming by to see him regularly, bringing food, company, a sympathetic ear.

Ray and Petey had been together for six years, ever since he’d been a puppy, and Ray had grabbed him away from someone who was beating him. At the time, in the late 1990s, the country had been deep in the era of the “demon” pit bull. A 1987 Sports Illustrated cover story featuring a snarling pit and the headline “Beware of This Dog” had spread the alarming news that something had “happened” to pits. They’d been transformed from the genial Our Gang companion to “the closest thing to a wild animal there is in a domesticated dog” and “the dog of choice for drug dealers and street punks around the country.”1 In the years to come, wrote journalist Bronwen Dickey in her 2017 history of the pit bull, coverage of the breed became a stew of “bad science, media sensationalism, political brinksmanship, moral panic, racial venom [and] class prejudice.” The dogs, “inexorably connected to the black urban underclass,” became a metaphor for all white, middle-class America feared.2 In one breathless first-person account, writer Brian C. Anderson described how he and his family had been driven from the Bronx by “a gauntlet of thugs flaunting spike-collared pit bulls, bespeaking a world of anarchy and dread.”3

The result was breed bans and restrictions across more than two hundred municipalities.4 Owning a pit, Ray told Lori, was why he’d become homeless: landlords took one look at Petey and shook their heads. It was likely that there were other issues involved, since whenever Lori saw Ray, he was wasted on something, and he was an angry man who never backed off from a street fight.

But he cared for Petey. The inside of the yellow van usually looked like a post-party dorm room, but he’d set up a proper dog bed with blankets. Petey was well fed and pretty clean, and when it got cold, Ray carefully bundled him in a sweater. He also was gentle and protective of Lori, introducing her proudly to his neighborhood and warning any man who came too close that it was “best you walk away.” He and Petey were always glad to see her.

“Petey boyyyy!” was Ray’s special call, and once Lori learned it, the dog would race to her and cover her with kisses. While she and Ray talked, Petey would roam the block, never going too far and always returning the second Ray wanted him. The connection between them was almost physical, and Lori never second-guessed her decision to redeem and return Petey. Man and dog kept each other alive.

Across the LA River’s 7th Street Bridge and under the nearby freeway was a couple who spent their days doing heroin and speedballs. The man was threatening, but Lori found she could talk to the woman, who gave the okay to spay their dog. In an encampment in Boyle Heights, she met Maria, who’d lost custody of multiple children and now lived with her husband in a scrap-wood house. Lori spayed her dogs, too, and when Maria produced five sick puppies that she’d rescued from the road, Lori drove them to Dr. Simon. (All of them died of parvovirus.) Nearby was Charles Ray Walker, the son of Texas cotton pickers, who for years had lived with his dogs on a plot he’d turned into a fantasyland of bamboo, fruit trees, and art made from cast-off toys. “Bamboo Charlie” became a local legend, and when he died in 2012, the Los Angeles Times ran an obituary.5

Dean, a strikingly handsome blond Brad Pitt look-alike, shared a downtown sidewalk “house” with his Black partner Anthony. Dean wanted to adopt every stray dog he saw, but Anthony knew that his lover had schizophrenia, exacerbated by his drinking and meth use. He quietly passed the animals to Lori.

“Take it. I’ll make up a story.”

Lori took dog food to an aged and toothless heroin addict who lived with his bulldog near the river in a shack whose floor was scattered with used needles. He was always polite, though Richard wasn’t allowed to come along, since neither dog nor owner would tolerate men.

She was hunting a stray on an industrial street near the produce mart the day she met Ronald, a young, bearded Black man who lived under a staircase and cared for a near-feral red dog. Ronald seemed almost feral himself, silent and wary, his face half-hidden by a knit cap and hoodie. Lori began bringing the dog food, then added a plate for Ronald, which she left next to the stairs. He said nothing for months, then one day, from the darkness, she heard “Thank you.” (One day Ronald disappeared, and a year later, he turned up at Modernica, clean and neatly dressed. He’d been through a drug program and was on his way back to his hometown. “I just wanted to say thank you,” he told Lori. “You were the only one who saw me.”)

Through a woman named Jo Barker, Lori came to spend time at Dome Village, a failing utopian experiment in self-sufficiency alongside the Santa Monica Freeway, where the formerly unhoused lived in white fiberglass domes. Jo, an educated and very outspoken woman of forty-three, had found housing there but was told she could bring only two of her four dogs. Lori ended up boarding the others and a friendship grew. With Jo’s introduction, she provided food and flea treatments to the other dogs and many cats that lived in the domes; she also stole two puppies from an abusive owner in a nearby, more lawless encampment. A local rescuer who knew and genuinely liked Lori once criticized her to me as being “too forgiving of some of her people.” But there were times she filed complaints with animal services, though that never seemed to accomplish much. She had lines she wouldn’t cross. I don’t care if you go to church or get sober or get a job—treat your animal right, and I’m here for you, was how she laid it out to me. But if you don’t, if you keep your dog tied up or hit her, she’s mine. If you’re so high and disoriented I watch your dog go in the street and get hit twice, it’s mine—and I’ll lie and tell you it got lost. If you’re wasted in your tent with your cracked-out boyfriend who’s already killed an animal and I find that dog on the street, you’ll never see her again. She’s mine. She found homes for the two encampment puppies she’d stolen; one with a little boy who desperately wanted a pet but whose single mother didn’t have the money for it. Downtown Dog Rescue paid for its care for the rest of its life.

Lori even took a protective interest in Sheba, a German shepherd mix who’d lived her whole life near the Catholic Worker soup kitchen on Skid Row. Her first person had been Georgia, who’d fled domestic violence only to end up addicted to crack on Skid Row, and who found the dog chained to a parking sign pole. After Georgia went into rehab, Gleason took over; he was another addict, and not a nice one. He forcibly mated Sheba and sold her puppies. When Lori first saw Sheba, she was lying on the sidewalk nursing her latest litter. The situation was not acceptable, and she moved in.

“I don’t want to get into your business, but I imagine it’s hard to care for all those puppies and a mama,” she said to Gleason. She gave him her name and offered to pay for Sheba’s spay. “Ask around about me.”

After the dog’s surgery, Gleason got busted, and Sheba ended up at the pound. Lori redeemed and delivered her to Laquisha, who lived in a shed in the parking lot of a fish distributor; when Laquisha got picked up by police, Tawanna stepped in. She was a prostitute and addict whose kids had been taken away—“Sheba’s my chance to get it right,” she said. She and the dog, whom she dressed in jammies, slept cuddled together at night. When Gleason got out of jail he wanted Sheba back, and so fierce a custody battle erupted that Lori and a police officer got called in to mediate: Gleason would take the dog with him on his daily recycling rounds but return her to Tawanna at sunset. The arrangement lasted close to a year, though Sheba ended up in the pound multiple times, and Lori always came to bail her out. Whenever the two returned to Skid Row, Lori opened the car door and the dog leaped out, like a bird sprung from a cage. The people on the sidewalk cheered and embraced her.

Sheba didn’t suffer fools gladly, and you weren’t anyone on the Row until she had bitten you. After a while, she didn’t really belong to anyone. Gleason died, then so did Tawanna, who turned down Lori’s offer to send her back to her mother in Las Vegas and eventually overdosed. But Sheba, her coat perennially matted with dirt and motor oil, her diet gutter water and soup kitchen table scraps, held court and held on.

In 2004, Benny got yet another new dog, Freeway, a female who belonged to a guy he knew, who’d found her tied to a freeway call box. The brown-and-white pit mix was a wild little girl who adored Benny—“She my baby,” he crooned.

Of course she was unfixed. “I can’t let you do Freeway, she don’t belong to me,” Benny said.

But Lori went to the alcove when Benny wasn’t around, took the dog, and got her the surgery. It wasn’t the first time she’d disobeyed him. Benny was always furious, and sometimes swore “I’m never talkin’ to you again!” but when she appeared, penitent and bearing German chocolate cake, he always shook his head and relented.

“You need to find a good man, Miss Lori,” he said. “What’s gonna happen to you?”

After the 2002 Los Angeles Times story about DDR, acquaintances sometimes asked Lori if they could come along when she made her rounds; she felt like a safari guide offering a glimpse of the wild. People would shake their heads and call her “fearless.” It wasn’t true; she was often afraid. At the beginning, she’d also been stupid.

A man named Tony Sperl had saved her butt more than a few times. She’d seen him around for months, a big white man in his early forties with a long graying beard, usually dressed in overalls and a knit cap, with a toothpick dangling from his mouth. He had a flat “don’t fuck with me” look in his eyes, and Lori had thought he was homeless. As it turned out, he was an ex-cop now working security downtown and the scion of an old LA family of actors who owned the nineteenth-century Little Tokyo building in which he lived.

Tony was loud and in-your-face, the kind of man who bragged of knowing mafiosi and motorcycle gang leaders and called women “chicks,” but he was a lifelong animal lover and feeder of feral cats. He’d won his street cred by saving a Skid Row husky who’d been hit by a car—had paid a private vet $600 to treat him, gotten the dog neutered, and then returned him to the Row. Homeless people sometimes passed him their real names and hometown addresses, muttering, “If I die, let my mama know.”

Tony was clear-eyed about life downtown. He’d found bodies on the street. One day, from his apartment window, he’d seen a naked man lying flat on the ground in a nearby parking lot. The man had suffered a heart attack, said the paramedics that Tony called; apparently someone had seen him collapse and stolen his clothes. And yet Tony had formed a close bond with Mike, the burglar who owned the dog Bullet, and he kept a supply of shoes and socks in his car that he freely handed out to other homeless people he met.

“What size are you?” he’d call out. “I’ve got some Nikes.”

“Don’t you care that they’re on drugs?” Lori had asked him.

“Are you a rehab counselor?” he answered. “All you can hope is that over time the kindness you give rubs off and they’ll want to believe in the world again.”

It was Tony who warned Lori that wherever else she went in the course of her work, she should not go into the tunnel under the river’s 6th Street Bridge. And it was Tony who rescued her the day she did.

The second she’d gone in, chasing a dog, she knew it was a mistake. She didn’t see the dog anywhere, just specters huddled in the shadows. And a young girl with blond hair sprawled out, her face puffy and chalk white. She wasn’t moving. In a panic, she called Tony. “There’s a dead girl!”

“Where are you?”

She sighed. “I went into the tunnel.” Tony arrived in minutes. He shook his head, then prodded the blond with his foot.

“She’s not dead. She OD’d.” He raised his voice. “Does anyone here have orange juice? She’ll need it when I wake her up.” Amazingly, someone did.

Tony shook the girl roughly until her eyes opened, then pushed the juice at her. “Thank you,” she managed. “You saved my life.” She began to moan. “I need help . . . my man was pimping me out . . . I want to go home. Please . . . I just need $20 to get out of here . . .”

Lori took out her wallet and passed the girl some cash and Tony shot her a disgusted look. “This is not worth our time.” He led Lori out of the tunnel and sat her in his truck.

“I can’t believe you went down there,” he barked. “Do you know how fucking stupid that was? You could’ve gotten killed. Now, listen to me: This girl has done what she did ten times since I’ve known her. She’ll be back with her guy tomorrow, he’ll beat her, she’ll OD again, and eventually she will die. But you’re gonna die first if you keep trying to save her! Do you get that? Promise me you’ll never do that again! Raise your hand and promise.”

Lori struggled to contain her outrage even as she raised her hand. What a heartless asshole. And so wrong. She’s just a girl, she doesn’t belong here, it’s not who she really is.

Not a week passed before she saw the blond girl staggering down Mateo Street stoned and laughing, her arms around a pimp.

“Don’t take it so personally,” said Tony when she told him. “Just stop believing everything people here tell you.”

She’d learned. For a while, she’d given Destiny, queen of the 6th Street encampment, bags of dog food, not understanding why the woman kept asking for more. “What y’all gave me got stolen,” she said one week, and “Rats got it,” the next. Then one day she and Richard had gone into a downtown liquor store to buy ice cream, and there were all the sacks of food—Destiny had sold them for cash.

So: Don’t give an addict things she can sell. Don’t give $20 to a junkie with a sad story after she OD’s in a tunnel. Don’t open your wallet when someone begs $5 “for a bus ticket home.” He’ll almost surely never go home, but he will be back tomorrow asking for more money.

Realize that when street shit goes down, it’s not your shit. When you go to visit Clay and his new dog and stumble into a fight he’s having with his girlfriend and he goes for her throat and she falls and hits her head, walk away. By evening, they’ll be back together, getting high.

Don’t romanticize homelessness—it’s not pretty. Don’t do people “favors.” Remember the night you agreed to carry a foil-covered pan of “lasagna” in the car and later realized it was a batch of drugs.

Watch your back. On the street, people tested each other the same way dogs did. Are you friend or foe? Predator or victim? Dewayne had played that game the night he called her to his trailer. His dog Buster was sick, he said. “You gotta go in and look at him.” It was late, she was alone, and she’d made a rule for herself: never go inside.

Her instincts had told her to get away. It could be a double cross involving some other innocent victim, or a setup.

“What’s wrong?” Dewayne asked when she hesitated. “Are you scared?” The question had a mocking edge. “Don’t you trust me? You’ve been here a million times. I see you, Lori. If you don’t go in, everything you say is bullshit.”

Of course that got to her. It was sickeningly hot in the trailer, close with the smell of crack. Women were there, crowded together and laughing.

“Here,” said one, thrusting a bundle at her. It was Buster, wrapped in a blanket, hacking with kennel cough. When Lori went back out, cradling the animal, Dewayne was laughing, too. He’d won. She’d showed weakness, and they both knew he could have made her pay.

Don’t do favors, don’t do what you’re told, but don’t outright refuse someone who might hurt you. Answer with what Benny called a “story”—something that “in your heart you tell yourself could be true.” Like “Not right now, but I’ll try to get you what you want.”

Don’t disrespect anyone. Know who you can trust and who you can’t. Know who to keep at a distance—who might grab your wrist, pull you down, and game over.

Always keep the car doors locked and windows up when you drive through the Row. Know where you’re going and how to get out. Don’t park too far away, don’t walk too far off the street, think about where you’d go if you had to run. Know when a situation is turning and you need to leave.

Watch how you dress and wear your hair—long and loose says available. Jeans, T-shirt, no makeup, and braids tucked into a plain bandanna make you invisible.

Almost invisible. You’re still a young woman. When you meet strangers, don’t smile.

It was old news that sterilizing pets cut down on the number that were unwanted and likely to die in shelters. The persistent problem was access to the procedure and price—private veterinarians could charge hundreds of dollars. Los Angeles had opened the country’s first low-cost spay and neuter clinic in 1969 (enraging local vets who saw it as unfair competition) but closed it in the 1990s for lack of funds.6 Beginning in the 1970s, Marvin Mackie, a Southern California veterinarian who’d developed a pioneering “quick spay” technique, operated four high-volume low-cost clinics, but they were in neighborhoods far from the central city, which meant anyone who rode a bus (or walked with a shopping cart) had no way of reaching them.7 One answer to getting service to the communities that needed it came from an unlikely source.

Erika Brunson, a dark-haired beauty born and orphaned in Nazi Germany, had immigrated to the United States in 1957. She worked in the automatic coin laundry business, real estate, Hollywood, and as a successful high-end decorator and furniture maker before a late-life embrace of animal advocacy. In 2000, the Coalition for Pets and Public Safety, a group she helped found, raised the money to try something new in the sterilization effort: outfitting vans with operating tables and anesthesia equipment to create mobile clinics where vets could do multiple surgeries. By 2002, the program, with help from the city, was ready to offer no- or low-cost service to needy communities five days a week.8

Lori, outraged to learn that a lack of advertising meant that these vans often weren’t at capacity, arranged to bring one to Modernica. Since the downtown dog owners who needed this help weren’t going to find out about it via newspaper, mail, or email, she paid some of her homeless clients to pass out flyers on the street. She also promised that anyone who showed up would be fed and talked a pizza chain into a thirty-pie donation.

Dr. Robert Goldman, a Boston-born and Tufts-educated veterinarian who’d been working with the spay/neuter van, was stunned when he got to Modernica on the appointed day and saw a line stretching around the block. “She brought people from everywhere,” he remembered. “She got them rides, she got everything taken care of, their cats had carriers, their dogs had leashes.”

Goldman, a social justice advocate, had spent time downtown and seen other rescuers treating the homeless as less important than their animals. “Squadrons of young white women” would approach a homeless man with a dog, he said. “They’d sweet-talk him, offer $20, and walk away with the dog. And that animal that was bonded to someone is suddenly in a cage, paraded for another group of wealthy white people. It was sickening.”

Lori was helping those same people hold on to and do right by their pets. She was someone who got it.

Out on her rounds, Lori found a client dead, a puppy lying on his chest, patiently waiting for him to wake up. Another, who lived with her boyfriend and a crew of hard-core gangbangers and who’d nursed a hurt dog back to health, simply disappeared.

“She OD’d on crack,” the boyfriend told Lori. “Her heart blew up. They took her.”

“Who took her?”

“The police, the coroner, you know. Hey, why you upset, Dog Lady? You never seen nobody die before?”

“How do you deal with crazy people like me?” her people sometimes asked.

She’d laugh at that. “I grew up with crazy. Y’all are family!”

After the death of Papa, the handsome shepherd that had patrolled the truck repair lot, a prostitute named Julina moved in there. Conditions were rough. She slept in an empty shipping container, peed in a port-a-potty. Most of the women working the downtown streets had a hard, brittle edge that wasn’t just from drugs. The word trafficked wasn’t used at the time, but could have been. Some women walked around barefoot; pimps took their shoes because with cut-up feet, it was hard for them to run away. Julina, blond, blue-eyed, and young, with a Spanish accent that wasn’t Mexican, had a softness to her. When Lori bought the other women lunch, most grabbed at the food, but Julina said thank you. She seemed drug-addled in her own way, talked to herself, saw things that weren’t there. But she loved dogs, and they loved her back, following her wherever she went. Even evil Santanás, who tried to bite everyone, slept next to her, docile as a baby.

One day, Lori risked asking her a question: “What are you doing here?”

It was an old story. Julina was a trained pianist who’d come to LA from Argentina with dreams of rock stardom. When they failed and she overstayed her visa, she took a job bikini dancing at a Hollywood club. For a while she lived with a wealthy surgeon who bought her breast implants—she lifted her blouse to show them—and when he dumped her, it was nude dancing, then the street.

Julina wasn’t an addict, it turned out, but schizophrenic without access to stabilizing meds. After she slit her wrists in the twenty-four-hour gas station bathroom, she wound up at County General, then a grim rehab hospital half an hour away. Lori felt sorry for her and brought her back to the truck lot; she and Richard upgraded the shipping container into a kind of dorm room, with a bed, refrigerator, and fluffy towels. For almost a year, amid her day job, her dog work, and her outreach around downtown, she took care of Julina, filling her prescriptions, doling out pills, and driving her to doctor appointments. With help, she thought, this girl might make it.

Then the truck yard “business manager” began paying Julina late-night visits. She started smoking crack, tried to kill herself again. She said she wanted to go home, but her mind was so muddled she couldn’t even remember how to reach her mother.

Lori enlisted a kindhearted Modernica worker who had children Julina’s age to drive her to Hollywood, and he went with her into club after club asking, “Do you recognize this girl?” Amazingly someone did, and even produced a home number. Lori called Buenos Aires and strong-armed the truck yard business manager into buying a plane ticket.

The note that came from Julina’s mother said simply, “You saved my daughter’s life.”

“That,” Richard later said, “was the best rescue you ever did.”

In 2004, DDR published a black-and-white photo calendar featuring portraits of its homeless clients and their dogs. Shot by Douglas Hill, a professional photographer working pro bono, it would become a full-color yearly tradition, introducing Angelenos to people they normally refused to see. Benny, Dewayne, Clay, Ray, and others looked directly at the camera, sometimes grinning as they embraced their dogs. The images, shot on bridges and near trash piles and chain-link fences, weren’t airbrushed or pretty but they were full of love and humanity.

We’re not that different from you, they said to viewers.

I’m somebody, they told rousting cops.

In one photo, a man named Mason knelt beside the white pit bull that Lori had hired him to train and with whom he’d bonded. He was a soft-spoken Black man in his forties who’d spent a hard childhood in the cotton fields of the South—“I never had parents,” he told Lori, “they just used me as a worker”—only to end up on the Row. One night, high and in despair, he lay down on the railroad tracks, waiting to die, but the train never came.

“If I were a pit bull, Redemption would be my name,” he wrote in an essay that ran with his photo. “Like most of the pack of dogs that live at Downtown Dog Rescue’s kennel, my life has been filled with pain, misery, and fear . . . Much of my time was spent living in cardboard boxes and eating out of trash dumpsters, without a bath for months . . . Working with the dog pack has given me a purpose and instilled confidence and self-esteem with a sense of responsibility . . . I love the dogs. The dog pack saved my life because they gave me a chance to redeem myself.” In the coming years, Mason, who stayed in touch with Lori, would get clean, then relapse multiple times in multiple cities. By 2016, he had turned his life around; he was working for the department of public works and as a homeless veterans’ advocate in a Northern California city when he suddenly died. The city’s flags flew at half-mast in his honor.

Lori passed out stacks of calendars to men and women living on the street, who could sell them and keep the money. Downtown lawyers, merchants, and members of city government hung them above their desks. That same year, Family Circle magazine, which had a circulation of over 20 million, ran a glowing feature about Lori in its series “Women Who Make a Difference.” The TV channel Animal Planet tried to put together a Downtown Dog episode.

That went less well. Lori and Lezle took a camera-toting reporter with them to the 6th Street Bridge encampment. “You need to watch us and listen to us,” they warned her. “If we say ‘It’s time to go,’ GO.”

The reporter didn’t listen. In the middle of an interview with the owner of a German shepherd named Killer, the man abruptly declared that he was done talking.

“Stop filming!” he said. The reporter didn’t. “Stop! I’m gonna turn my dog on you!” Nothing. “Gimme the film in that camera!”

Suddenly the big dog was loose and coming straight at them.

“Go!” shouted Lori, and all three ran for their lives.

The episode was never made, and Animal Planet never called again. Everyone wanted to hear about the poor animals living on the wild downtown streets and sample an exciting taste of grunge. Most didn’t want to get quite that close.

Petey, the pit bull that belonged to Ray, the Vietnam vet who lived in his van in East Hollywood, got picked up again, this time for being off leash. Ray called Lori in a panic. She drove to the North Central shelter to bail the dog out again. Weeks later, she did it a third time. Then a fourth.

That’s when Larry Hill, the shelter clerk in charge of paperwork, looked hard at her. Hill was a Black man in his early fifties, a Louisiana native and professional dog trainer, stern and a stickler for rules. Lori was a little afraid of him. As she forked over the cash that sprang Petey, he leaned forward across the counter.

“Can I ask you something? Why are you doing this?”

She hesitated before offering the simple truth: “Because Ray loves his dog and takes good care of him.”

That stopped him for a minute. He had another question. Petey’s redemption fee was insanely high because after all this time, he still wasn’t licensed. Why not?

“Animal services says that to get a license, you have to give them a physical address. He doesn’t have one. I offered to let him use mine, but they said that wasn’t allowed.”

Hill snorted. He routinely saw members of rescue groups at the shelter. These white women often exuded a sense of entitlement. Could they pull twenty dogs at a time? Why not? They were there to save them. They cooed over the animals and treated “the help,” like him, with disdain. This woman was something else.

“Let’s get that dog licensed,” he said quietly, and entered Petey’s name along with Lori’s business address and phone number into the system.

Afterward, that’s how it went down. Thanks to Larry Hill, three hundred downtown dogs would be licensed to Lori’s address. (Eventually, the address rule got changed.) And because almost all these dogs would end up in the pound after their human companions were busted for something or other, the license meant that Lori would get called, redeem them, and get them back home. None of “her” dogs died in the shelter and broke their people’s hearts. Larry Hill, a man who knew common sense when he saw it, would work with Downtown Dog Rescue for the next ten years.

With no Ken waiting at home, the hours that Lori spent downtown stretched. She came to work at 5:00 a.m., left after 7:00 p.m., on Saturdays, Sundays. Richard, it turned out, wasn’t up for something so intense. He would always be part of DDR and work on its behalf, but he had a partner. He also wanted a life.

For Lori, exhaustion was salvation because it meant she couldn’t think. None of her old questions had been answered. What exactly was her place in the world? Who was she? Her rise at Modernica felt random, the product of her bosses’ whimsy more than reward for competence. As a rescuer, she was working way outside the norm. Even the praise she garnered seemed misguided. The Los Angeles Times and Family Circle stories had been a big deal. She’d hoped they would put a spotlight on her clients but instead brought her variations of “you’re a living angel for what you do.” She could never live up to that kind of praise. If admirers knew how deeply flawed she really was, they’d turn away.

Sometimes she resented the people she served, but she thought she also understood them. You didn’t have to be homeless to see how someone could fall into that abyss, didn’t have to be an addict to appreciate the lure of heroin’s soft blanket. Some people had never had anyone on their side. They’d never been loved or valued and perhaps were too wounded to be “normal” again. A piece of them was gone; they were set apart, their lives governed by a central, isolating sorrow.

Maybe that was also true of her. She knew better than to compare her own pain to that of people on the street—her mother hadn’t pimped her out; she’d had a roof over her head and the world’s best playhouse. But their despair wasn’t alien to her; she found it almost impossible to imagine waking up each day to feel ordinary happiness. It was hard to acknowledge, but spending Sunday downtown seeing the dogs and delivering food was the highlight of her week. It was quiet with the office buildings closed and locked, the semis and delivery vans idled, the weekday hordes of professionals, factory workers, and clerical workers at home in their suburbs. She could stand on a corner and see the sky reflected in banks of glittering empty windows and scattered figures on the sidewalk, muttering behind their carts.

Benny was happy to greet her and get his hot dinner. Lizzy, Teri, and Freeway wagged their hellos. Their time together was easy. Benny never judged Lori or asked about her plans, just fiddled with his cross, talked about dogs, and made bad jokes. She would laugh. She didn’t think about herself. About tomorrow. She understood it was . . . strange. She looked forward to sitting outside a metal shed in a dirty alley with a man she’d sometimes find passed out in an alcoholic stupor. But somehow being there reminded her of being a kid on Tom Sawyer Island at Disneyland, a refuge from the daily world and one that she sometimes didn’t want to leave. For years, she’d tortured herself worrying about the future, and now she spent time with people who weren’t sure they even had a future. She knew that some would find that sad. To her, it felt like freedom.
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The Winds of Katrina

2005

Downtown Los Angeles, New Orleans

BENNY’S WHITE PIT BULL TERI WAS LYING IN THE ALLEY SOAKING up sun one February afternoon when four patrolling LAPD bicycle officers rode by. There shouldn’t have been a problem. Teri was a big, muscular dog but slow-moving and placid and accustomed to people coming and going around her. Sometimes she fell asleep blocking the entrance to the nearby DHL dock, and the drivers got out of their trucks and gently patted her until she woke up and got out of their way. She didn’t even bark. But the police claimed that as they passed the dog, she bared her teeth and seemed ready to attack. The last officer in line, “fearing for her safety,” pulled her gun.1

A sharp crack pierced the quiet alley. DHL drivers and artists from nearby lofts rushed outside. Teri lay bleeding from the head inside a circle of yellow police tape.

“Get back!” an officer yelled. “Dangerous dog!”

“That’s my dog!” Benny shouted, limping from his shed, but he was pushed back behind the chain-link fence. “Please! Let me help her!” he begged.

Teri struggled to stand but fell, rose, fell again. Benny began to cry. The police milled and conferred—ten minutes passed, thirty, forty, the dog bleeding, Benny sobbing, then shouting in desperation, “Just shoot her! Put her out of her misery!” Blood pooled on the concrete. Finally, Teri was dead.2

The news spread through downtown; Bullet’s owner Mike rushed to tell Lori. She found Benny inconsolable. This wasn’t like Pookie’s death, or Iron Head’s. Terrible, violent people roamed the downtown streets doing terrible things. But this was different; it was the police. They’d killed his dog, for nothing.

The LAPD had always been a bit trigger happy where dogs were concerned. Between 1985 and 2005, officers had fired at 465 dogs, killing at least 200 and wounding at least 140 more. A psychologist and behaviorist for the HSUS called the numbers “surprisingly high.”3 But Teri’s shooting touched a nerve. Lori contacted the Los Angeles Times, and Bob Pool, who’d written the earlier story about DDR, published another feature. Ten-year-old Teri, a DHL driver told him, was “the pride of [downtown’s] animal lovers.” She had been “like a child to Benny.”4

Lawyers appeared in Benny’s alley to pass him their cards. “Are you his agent?” several asked Lori, when Benny referred them to her. One of the downtown artists who’d seen the shooting even got a high-powered attorney friend to agree to see him.

Benny wanted none of it. He didn’t show up to meet the high-powered lawyer. He was as drunk as Lori had ever seen him the day he was to go with her to talk to an LAPD representative.

Guerdon Stuckey, then head of Los Angeles Animal Services, contacted Lori and Benny himself to offer an apology. Someone from the mayor’s office did as well. “We have no intention of filing a lawsuit,” Lori told them. “This isn’t about money, this is about a dog that died because the police need better training.” She was invited to an LAPD roll call meeting and discussion about how to prevent dog shootings, but no one seemed much interested in what she had to say. The story faded from public attention, and Benny the victim in need of justice was once again just Benny the homeless man living in an alley.

Six months after Teri’s death, it was the animals of New Orleans in the headlines. As Hurricane Katrina hit the city and residents fled or were pulled from the rising water, a quarter million pets were left behind. Some belonged to owners who expected a quick return home, some to men and women forced by rescue crews, occasionally at gunpoint, to leave without them.5 Rescue boats wouldn’t take them, local shelters like the Astrodome wouldn’t allow them. One man, a veteran and a diabetic double amputee in his seventies, spent fourteen hours on the roof with his poodle, only to be told “we’re not in the dog business,” when the coast guard finally arrived. Later, he painfully recalled his pet “crying, whining, and barking” as the boat sped away.6

The stories swept the nation, along with images of dogs and cats desperately swimming through noxious black water, eating garbage on deserted streets, peering desolately from the porches of destroyed homes, and starving on rooftops and balconies. Haunting shots showed the bodies of pets that had drowned, some while tethered to backyard posts. CNN’s Anderson Cooper reported that when a group of people who’d been using a middle school as shelter were evacuated and forced to leave their animals behind, someone came in later and shot them all.7

Into this dystopia rushed squads of animal advocates: Best Friends, the Louisiana SPCA, ASPCA, HSUS, Oregon Humane Society, veterinarians, and scores of freelance rescuers.8 Smashing their way into abandoned houses, they plucked out terrified cats hiding behind walls, slipped leashes around the necks of emaciated dogs, climbed onto rooftops and through attic rubble, dodging decayed animal bodies to save skeletal puppies. They even pulled about 130 dogs and cats from a local animal shelter flooded with three feet of water and sewage.9 The rescue—called the largest in history—and follow-up care went on for six weeks.10

The disaster brought big changes. In 2006, Congress unanimously passed, and President George W. Bush signed into law, the Pet Evacuation and Transportation Standards Act, which required the director of FEMA to ensure that state and local emergency plans included household pets and service animals.11 When Hurricane Harvey hit Houston in 2017, the city’s convention center allowed pets inside, and news outlets filled with photos of people and pets evacuating together, dogs and cats cradled in their owners’ arms.12 Katrina, BuzzFeed News would report, “turned pets into people.”13

Financial rewards rained down on some of the organizations involved. Petfinder.com, which had taken on the job of creating a database that might reunite rescued dogs and cats with their original owners, would be acquired by Animal Planet/Discovery Communications in 2006 for a reported $35 million.14 One hundred sixty-five thousand new donors sent more than $20 million to the HSUS, a bonanza its then president and chief executive Wayne Pacelle called “off the charts.” The ASPCA took in $13 million, and the American Humane Association $1.6 million.15 Contributions to Best Friends jumped 35 percent to $27 million in 2006.16 Afterward, the organization, whose executive staff and board had remained in the hands of its slightly scruffy founders, turned to more experienced major-gifts fundraisers as well as new board trustees.17 With a growing PR emphasis on upbeat stories and slogans like “Save Them All,” post-Katrina Best Friends would become a spectacularly wealthy organization—and global brand. (By the end of fiscal 2022, it would declare over $141 million in contributions and expenditures of $78 million on employee compensation, advertising, promotion, fundraising fees, travel, and IT alone.)18

In Katrina’s wake, entirely new organizations were born as well. Gary K. Michelson, an orthopedic surgeon and philanthropist who credited his dog with getting him through a traumatic childhood—“he was . . . the only thing you could touch where you didn’t have to worry about them turning around and hitting you”—was spurred by Katrina’s missing pets to create “Found Animals,” a free national microchip registry.19 (Michelson also funded spay/neuter and other life-saving efforts and offered a $25 million prize to anyone who invented a permanent, single-dose, nonsurgical way to sterilize both sexes of dogs and cats. As of 2024, it remained unclaimed.)

Animal “transport” went mainstream. A geographic disparity in pet “surplus” had long existed in America. Some shelters, particularly those in the rural South, were far more crowded than those in the North and Northeast, where spay/neuter promotion had been so successful that some areas actually had a shortage of young dogs. A loosely organized grassroots system of volunteers had developed to move animals from overcrowded areas to rescues and adopters in regions where they stood a better chance. After Katrina, private transporters working for love or money would carry tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of animals between states and sometimes countries, in cars, vans, and even planes. (PetSmart Charities’ Rescue Waggin’ alone would move eighty thousand pets and the ASPCA’s “relocation program” forty thousand in just seven years.)20

Katrina, alongside the advent of Facebook, also brought rescue into the digital age. Through social media, word of needy animals could be passed instantly, and shelter dogs in need of homes could be “networked” (publicized) to rescue groups a thousand miles away. Crucially, money could be easily raised to incentivize the adoption. It wasn’t new for rescue groups to solicit “pledges,” or promises from supporters to donate on behalf of a specific animal. That way rescuers knew that if they took in a dog or cat that turned out to have medical or other problems, they could afford to address them. Now, everything was breathtakingly fast and simple. You could live in Nebraska, read about a dog facing euthanasia in New Mexico, post a photo and plea to “save this baby!” and get funds in minutes from someone in New Jersey.

Finally, the hurricane also changed the image of rescuers. Only a few years earlier, reporters had described those devoted to saving stray animals as “angry, often bordering on the paranoid,” or as “righteous renegades” practicing “a form of vigilantism.”21 Now, just as Katrina had turned pets into people, it turned rescuers into national heroes. Their exploits during the storm were covered by newspapers, news shows, Animal Planet, PBS’s NATURE series, and a documentary, Dark Water Rising.22

A nation reeling from what was later called “the worst urban disaster in US history” had welcomed the feel-good tale of humans joining hands to save NOLA’s pets.23 Reality was less covered and less rosy. The rescue efforts largely failed. Perhaps 15,000 Katrina dogs and cats were saved while as many as 150,000 died, both during and after the storm.24 Some people who stayed behind because they refused to leave their animals also died.25

It also became abundantly clear that animals’ fates during and after Katrina largely depended on the race and economic status of their owners. Pets in middle- and upper-class homes left town with their humans, who traveled by car and found interim lodging that accepted them. Those that were left behind belonged to owners without the resources to escape. The vast majority of those people, like the majority who lost their homes (and lives) in the storm, were poor and Black.26 The animals they’d been forced to abandon were “the last vestiges of sweetness, in some cases the only living family, of those who had nothing left,” activist Karen Dawn later wrote.27

The relocation of rescued pets was further salt in those wounds, because in too many cases, they were treated better than their people. Some pets left New Orleans on an air-conditioned bus. Courtesy of T. Boone and Madeleine Pickens, hundreds of others were flown to new homes in California on chartered commercial jets.28 This stood in “sickening” contrast to the treatment of the twenty-five thousand humans stuck in the sweltering Astrodome, wrote writer and professor Melissa Harris-Perry.29 (The scenario repeated in 2017, when Hurricane Irma approached Florida. Three dozen dogs from the Miami-Dade County shelter were evacuated on Georgina Bloomberg’s private plane even as a pastor in Loxahatchee worried about what would happen to migrant farmworkers living in dilapidated trailers in the woods. “I don’t know what if anything the county could do for them.”30) While their pets were rehomed, some Black New Orleans residents lived in tents and FEMA trailers tainted with formaldehyde for months, even years.31

Few pets separated from their people ever made it back. Some of Louisiana’s displaced would try to find their animals, and some rescues did what they could to help. A group of online researchers who called themselves the Stealth Volunteers located the owners of some one thousand cats, dogs, and other pets that had been taken from Louisiana and Mississippi, arranged to get them back, and even provided the owners legal representation.32

But many groups had no interest in offering such help. The animals removed from New Orleans typically landed in far more affluent locales. Families that took in these pets of poverty were horrified to find them unsterilized or with preventable diseases like heartworm. This, they felt, marked the animals’ previous owners as deficient. In the 2009 documentary Mine, which focused on the custody battles that erupted between some of these adopters and their pets’ original owners, a volunteer trying to reunite an elderly man with his beloved dog recounts her conversation with the rescue that took him.

“We got . . . a tirade about all the Louisiana pet owners, how they all didn’t neuter their animals, none of them were on heartworm medication and that Katrina was the best thing that ever happened to these pets. There was no way he ever was going to return any of them to these people.”

In the end, perhaps 20 percent of the pets rescued during Hurricane Katrina went back to their original owners.33 “In the eyes of animal welfare activists,” wrote historian Amir Zelinger, Katrina “made it possible to take pets away from their unqualified poor owners.”34

Possible was likely the wrong word to use. For both humans and animals, Katrina exposed problems rather than created them. The rescue movement, and to some extent animal welfare in general, had long run on a model that moved pets from the poor to the more affluent, and, because in America class and color tended to be connected, from owners of color to ones who were white. And did so with the conviction that this was the best outcome for them.

There was no shortage of reasons and rationales. Shelters in economically struggling neighborhoods were always more crowded than those in wealthier areas, with more pets that had been surrendered by their owners. Many of those surrendered animals were unsterilized. Some showed signs of neglect if not actual abuse—a collar that had grown so tight it was embedded in an animal’s neck, a botched attempt to crop a dog’s tail with rubber bands that left the pup howling in pain.35

“I saved a dog that was left by people who moved and just left it to fend for itself,” one longtime rescuer told me. “You drive down some streets and see female dogs with their boobs hanging down to the pavement, they’ve been bred so much. Chained up outside. Left outside. A big dog I tried and failed to get was sitting in his own poop in a run not even the size of a bowling alley lane.”

Regularly seeing the damage caused by a public that treated animals as disposable left rescuers in a state of constant, simmering rage. People were assholes. People sucked. They were the ones who cleaned up the mess, so you bet they were judgmental about certain zip codes. (Some rescues, wrote Katja M. Guenther in 2020, “redlined entire communities.”36) You bet their adoption requirements would favor the financially stable. Veterinarian Kate Hurley, program director of the UC Davis Koret Shelter Medicine Program, who early in her career worked as an adoption counselor at an SPCA shelter, ruefully recalled “joyfully rejecting people’s applications because they had children or jobs or only a three-foot fence.”

The kind of question Lori had been asking—If this pet owner isn’t doing a good job, how can I help?—wasn’t even on the radar. That was despite the research revealing the bond between the homeless and their pets, which made it clear that lack of money didn’t equal lack of love and commitment. It was despite evidence that offering financial assistance to pet owners in poverty benefited everyone. In New Hampshire, for instance, attorney Peter Marsh had founded a group that established publicly funded pet sterilization programs; the result was a reduction in shelter intake and 75 percent drop in euthanasia rates.37

To understand why there was so little interest in helping impoverished pet owners, one needed only to look at American opinion toward poverty in general. Two hundred–plus years of belief that it was “a problem of persons—that it results from personal, moral, cultural, or biological inadequacies,” as historian Michael B. Katz put it, ran hard and deep.38 Those feelings solidified during the Reagan years and beyond, even as the number of families living in deep poverty doubled and research revealed that 54 percent of all Americans would eventually spend a year of their lives poor or nearly poor.39 And in an America of increasing geographic segregation—the wealthy living in one neighborhood, the economically struggling elsewhere—friendships across class and race boundaries became ever less likely.40 That meant for those with money, the reality of poor people’s lives became invisible and incomprehensible—the inability to buy a car, rent a home, afford medical and dental care, even to make “commonsense” economic choices like buying groceries in bulk. There was no reason to be sympathetic to the poor if their situation was their own fault. They were lazy, feckless, promiscuous, “illegal,” lacked motivation, and would rather stay on welfare than work. Their pets were their innocent victims.

Racism added extra ugliness. The majority of animal welfare professionals, advocates, and volunteers were good people who worked tirelessly on behalf of voiceless creatures. But they occupied a monochromatic world. In 2005, only 4 percent of animal welfare employees were Black, wrote Bronwen Dickey, and 62 percent of animal welfare organizations had no Black employees at all.41 The veterinary industry was less diverse than any other in the professional field; as late as 2013, 97.3 percent of veterinarians in the workforce were white.42

Even as the increase in Latino, Black, and Asian pet owners became five times that of whites, racism remained what one (white) New Jersey shelter volunteer called “one of the dirty little secrets in the sheltering and rescue community.”43

“I’ve kept a list of ways that rescuers and organizations reinforce structural racism within our movement,” wrote an ex-attorney who’d become a government policy expert for two different animal advocacy organizations. Some adoption requirements, like owning a home or having a fenced yard, were “a coded way to ‘weed out’ adopters from marginalized groups.” Some parts of town were dubbed “ghetto” and considered unsafe or unsuitable for adoption events because of “the element”: would-be adopters who didn’t speak English well or at all were “too difficult to understand.”44

Aspiring adopters of color “often face[d] a special level of scrutiny and yes, discrimination,” wrote Karel Minor, executive director of the Humane Society of Berks County, Pennsylvania, in 2016. “Routinely, black men who want to adopt a pit bull are suspected of nefarious motives when the young, white female is not. Routinely, Hispanics are viewed with suspicion because of their ‘known cultural insensitivity’ because you know cockfighting. And I kid you not, the odds of an Asian adopting a cat without someone only half-jokingly wondering aloud in a back room about whether they will eat it are pretty slim . . . Jim Crow adoption policies are alive and well in animal shelters throughout the nation.”45

Such open acknowledgments were rare. Allison Cardona, currently California state director of the Koret Shelter Medicine Program, but who previously worked for LA County’s Department of Animal Care and Control, said that it was “common to hear talk of ‘those people,’ and broad generalizations. People have said things in front of me that they wouldn’t have if they’d known I’m Latina.

“Because of people’s defensiveness and fragility,” she added, she felt she had to stay silent. “This wasn’t something I could explicitly talk about.”

Even more rare was public discussion of how this underlying racism was internalized by Black and brown pet owners. In 2019, LA journalist Erin Aubry Kaplan wrote about how she and her husband began rescuing dogs post-Katrina as “a small act of proxy justice” for the many abandoned humans in New Orleans, her family’s historic home. But the work “bolstered my own sense of humanness and power to help: I realized that I had absorbed a hoary stereotype that Black people did not have the surplus humanity needed to routinely help other species—only white people were qualified for that.”46

Nor was there understanding that a movement rooted in “compassion for the disempowered” seemed to have become one that elevated caring for animals above caring for people. In 2016, New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof was appalled when a social media post on the death of his aged family dog brought “a torrent of touching condolences,” while a column about human suffering in the brutal Syrian civil war elicited comments “laced with a harsh indifference.”

“I wonder what would happen if Aleppo were full of golden retrievers, if we could see barrel bombs maiming helpless, innocent puppies,” he wrote. “Would we still harden our hearts and ‘otherize’ the victims? Would we still say ‘it’s an Arab problem; let the Arabs solve it’?”47

The rescue narrative that took hold was one of salvation through color change and upward mobility. Groups hosted their events in affluent neighborhoods and declined to adopt to renters, non–English speakers, and members of certain racial and ethnic groups, residents of some zip codes who “didn’t believe in” sterilization and threw their animals away.48 Shelter pits were “de-ghettoized” with what Katja M. Guenther called “the animal practices of whiteness”—given pretty collars and scarves and new names like Bentley and Floyd.49 Rescue animals’ “before” stories, told in adoption ads, videos, and rescue group postings, were set in poor neighborhoods; the “after” photos showed homes with gleaming hardwood floors and lush yards. Even if it starred a dog, a Cinderella story must end in a palace.

“The dog went from Watts to Beverly Hills,” as Lori put it, “and lived happily ever after.”

For a time, “Katrina Dogs,” with their sad stories, edged out local shelter animals to become a hot commodity on the adoption market. Eventually, though, public attention drifted away from New Orleans. Thousands of HUD-funded rebuilding efforts were never completed; years later, homes remained damaged or vacant.50 Surviving pets that hadn’t been removed, reclaimed, or reunited with their people lived on their own in ruined neighborhoods, foraging in empty lots and reproducing in empty houses. In 2012, journalist Wendi Jonassen visited the Lower Ninth Ward and described it as a ghost town of “weeds, blight and wild dogs.”51

In 2006, as New Orleans struggled, downtown LA’s historic core was being reborn into a hot neighborhood of restaurants, nightclubs, and “edgy” hotels. The old Santa Fe Freight Depot, where Lori and Richard once hunted strays, had become the campus of the Southern California Institute of Architecture. On Spring and Los Angeles Streets, developer Tom Gilmore converted four rundown Beaux Arts office buildings to lofts that rented for $2,000 to $6,000 per month.52 Next to the Music Center, the undulating steel curves of the new Frank Gehry–designed Disney Concert Hall shone like a California dream.

An association of business owners complained that the homeless threatened “this urban renaissance,” and then LAPD chief Bernard C. Parks, followed by his successor Bill Bratton, clamped down. There would be no more tolerating those who littered, peed in public, or even just sat or slept on the sidewalk.53

Lori was on Broadway with Carlos and Estela, who were camped out in their usual spot, the day a patrol car pulled up. “Chief Bratton knows of you and has a message,” the officer said to Lori. “These people need to move. He drives down this street on his way to work every morning and he sees their pile of trash and he doesn’t want to see it anymore.”

Downtown’s hold on Lori had weakened. Thanks to the work she and Richard had done, she no longer saw the number of strays that had once shocked and compelled her. The previous year, she’d joined a mass spay and neuter event called “100 Dogs in a Day.” It was held at the animal shelter in the sprawling neighborhood south of downtown, ground zero of the uprising that traumatized the city after the Rodney King verdicts in 1992. Veterinarians, with the help of volunteers, had sterilized 127 dogs, and a thousand locals had turned out, including couples and families. She had done a lot downtown, but there were places she might be able to do more.

Then there was Benny. She still visited him often, but since Teri’s death, he’d been drinking heavily, and as he became more impaired, the neighborhood’s predators moved in. The atmosphere in his gated alley alcove grew dark. A paranoid schizophrenic and coke addict had pushed his way in to share the space. He brought with him an aggressive dog that he kept chained outside.

“He’s gotta learn!” the intruder would say. “I’m gonna beat the spirit out of him!” Lori and Benny sat frozen while the dog yelped and cried, and Freeway and Lizzy crouched fearfully, flattening their ears.

The man’s presence also brought visits from young toughs with shaved heads who came to the fence with a hard stare that said they were looking for drugs and get the fuck out of my way. Benny would warn Lori, “Time for you to go.”

She was careful to move slowly and not make eye contact with anyone. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” she’d say. “I was just leaving.”

She didn’t know how Benny finally evicted the intruder and his dog, but her sense of foreboding remained. One Sunday when she arrived at the alcove, Lizzy ran to the fence whimpering. Benny staggered out, his face mangled and bloody. “I’ve been beaten,” he said. The man had returned, climbed over the chain-link fence, thrown a blanket over Benny’s head, and smashed him with a chain. Lori’s heart broke at the thought of him in pain and alone. He refused to call the police.

“Miss Lori, I make a police report, and one day I’m not gonna wake up.”

The attack cost Benny his sense of security; soon he also lost his home. The sewing factory owner who’d bought him the shed retired and sold the property. The new owner tracked down Lori at Modernica.

“I know you help the homeless man living in my alley,” he said. “I can’t have him there. We have to make a plan to get him out.”

For $700, Benny agreed to move, and with Lizzy and Freeway went to live with a crack addict he knew at an old recycling yard. Things went from bad to worse. At the yard, Benny was bitten on the thigh by a poisonous brown recluse spider. Lori drove him to County General, but even with treatment, his leg blackened and oozed pus-laced blood. Lori could barely stand to look at it. She’d seen that same gangrenous-looking flesh on homeless diabetics and thought Benny might be dying.

“If you don’t let me take you back to the hospital, I’m calling paramedics,” she threatened.

As they headed across the river, Benny told her that this time, they would do things differently. The first trip to County, Lori had walked him in and spoken to the admitting nurse—then he’d waited a long while to be seen, while all the homeless psych cases who’d been picked up on the street by Good Samaritans went to the front of the line.

“Pretend you don’t know me,” he said.

She laughed, but he was serious. And so she left Benny in the car and marched in with an air of righteous indignation.

“I found this old man on the street. There’s something bad wrong with his leg. Do you have a wheelchair? Can you help me? I want him out of my car.”

As she left, she looked at Benny, slumped in the offered wheelchair. “Okay,” she whispered. “See you.”

Days later, he called from his hospital bed.

“Miss Lori, you got to go get my dogs. Right now! Not tomorrow, now, or you’ll never see them again.”

She found Lizzy and Freeway running in the street near the recycling yard, so wild and frightened she could barely get them in the car. She got them more or less settled into the Modernica kennel, but months went by, and she heard nothing from Benny.

Then one afternoon, the Modernica receptionist called her office to say that she had a visitor. It was Benny. He was leaving downtown, he said, moving to a board and care facility that a social worker had found for him.

“I need some money, Miss Lori. I need $88.” In all their time together, he had never asked for cash before.

“I don’t know if I have that much on me, but I’ll look,” she said. “Lizzy and Freeway are out back, do you want to see them?” Benny shook his head. She found her purse and counted everything in her wallet. It came to exactly $88. She handed him the money, watched him limp away, and thought, I may never see him again.

She never did. Benny never called, and she never looked for him. That shocked some of the people Lori knew, who found it cold. She thought it was realistic. What more could she do for Benny? She’d only ever wanted to give him a life off the street but that wasn’t what he wanted. There were times she walked past his alley and felt sad, but that was all. Benny had changed her life. In a way she’d loved him and maybe he’d also loved her. But she’d never “fixed” him and understood now that it had never been her place to do so. She’d helped him as best she could. She’d kept his dogs safe. Beyond that, he’d made his own choices, and now their time together was done. It was like what he’d said after Iron Head’s death: “It’s over.” Nothing stayed the same.

Still, for years she thought of Benny every time she saw an older Black man wearing a tank top and pushing a shopping cart. One afternoon she was driving south of downtown and spotted a man with a painful, lurching walk begging at a Harbor Freeway on-ramp. Slightly breathless, she drove around the block twice and parked illegally on a one-way street to get closer. It was Benny, had to be—but as she rolled down the window to call out, the mirage dissolved. She was looking at a stranger. She put the car in gear and drove away.
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Get Fixed or Die Tryin’

2006

South Los Angeles

BENNY WAS GONE. CARLOS GOT DEPORTED, AND AFTERward, Estela disappeared. No one knew what happened to Dewayne. Mike and Clay were in prison. A rent increase on the property ended the Dome Village experiment, its domes auctioned, the lot bulldozed. All around downtown, shiny apartments and condos rose where the homeless once camped. Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa’s Safer Cities Initiative sent cops into Skid Row to crack down on “crimes” like jaywalking. The ten thousand tickets they wrote inevitably went unpaid, then escalated into fines and arrest warrants. Drug busts sent both users and dealers to state prison. Even the area’s few existing portable toilets were hauled away.1 Anyone who could left, often for South Central (or “South LA,” as the city now preferred to call the wider neighborhood—less “ghetto”) where rents were cheap.

“You gotta come down here!” ordered Jo Barker, Lori’s friend from Dome Village, who had moved into a place at 89th and Broadway. “There’s dogs everywhere!”

Later, Lori would make the dark joke that what she found in South LA was New Orleans minus the water. The neighborhood as the city defined it sprawled fifty square miles and included some middle-class and prosperous enclaves. But its heart, the historic center of Black LA, lay in the streets running from downtown south to Watts bracketing the Harbor Freeway. They were a different story.

Settled during the Great Migration out of the South, walled in for decades by racial covenants and redlining, the area was now majority Latino, and heavily immigrant.2 The through line, though, was poverty and its burdens: crime, gangs, addiction, unemployment, exhaustion, despair. In the heart of South LA, it was easy to find liquor and fast food but not a grocery store, park, doctor, or job. Thirty percent of the area’s children and 60 percent of adults were overweight or obese;3 Martin Luther King Jr./Drew Medical Center, which served the neighborhood, had been shuttered after a Los Angeles Times series revealed “deadly medical problems and racial injustice” at the facility.4 Maybe not surprisingly, life expectancy in this area was a dozen years shorter than for residents of wealthy white Bel Air and Pacific Palisades. Students at local high schools were more likely to witness violence than to graduate.5 A community group surveyed 6,008 students at seven area high schools in 2008, and two psychologists who examined the data said it suggested “widespread levels of clinical depression.”6

In affluent communities, pets were living their best lives, sleeping in orthopedic beds, enjoying meals of small batch, free-range New Zealand lamb, their illnesses treated with acupuncture, chemo, hospice. In 2005, the American Pet Products Association reported anticipating $8.8 billion in spending on pet goods and medicine, including specialty and luxury items like pet deli snacks, warming mats, and self-cleaning litter boxes. More and more money went to dog groomers, walkers, and pet sitters. As one writer on pet industry trends noted, “It is becoming socially unacceptable in some areas to leave your dog alone during the day or your cat alone for the weekend.”7 On the other hand, it was very acceptable to bring your pet on a luxe vacation. For a time, dogs accompanying their owners on Cunard cruises could enjoy amenities like “fresh-baked biscuits at turn-down” and “a choice of beds and blankets.”8 “Dog Whisperer” Cesar Millan had three bestsellers and a hit TV show featuring a pack of rescue dogs, and “Adopt Don’t Shop” bumper stickers were everywhere.9

A few small municipal shelters even announced that they’d reached no kill’s golden goal.10 Nathan Winograd was soon to self-publish his book Redemption, meant to be the effort’s manifesto. (Never overly modest, Winograd would compare Redemption to Common Sense, Silent Spring, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and The Feminine Mystique.11) In this America, rescue was everywhere—what journalist Jon Katz called a “massive, technologically driven new subculture.”12 In New York City, almost 45 percent of the dogs and cats that ended up in the Animal Care and Control system were pulled by a private rescue group.13

Economically struggling neighborhoods occupied a different reality. As sociologist Arnold Arluke and Tufts Center for Animals and Public Policy founder Andrew Rowan would observe some years later, “the oppression of people becomes the oppression of animals.”14 There were no Petcos in South LA, no stores selling gently air-dried, ethically raised, single-protein dog food. Pit bulls remained a popular choice for anyone aiming at a “tough” image, or the extra money that could come from a stud fee or litter of puppies. A dogfighting and backyard breeding subculture endured. Big dogs were raised as protectors, not surrogate children, while thousands of owned and stray animals roamed the streets, reproducing, fighting, scavenging, sometimes terrorizing humans.15 Despite efforts like Erika Brunson’s, many people still knew little about spay and neuter surgery, or distrusted it, or had no idea how to access services they could afford. There were no vets within range of someone who didn’t own a car, and you couldn’t get on a city bus with an eighty-pound bully breed at your side.

People did their best, but when problems arose, there was nowhere to turn. When an animal got aggressive, sick, or old, the solution might be to leave it at the shelter or simply put it out and lock the gate. Some, seeking to give a beloved pet a merciful end, turned to a vet tech who presumably filched sedatives from his employer. For a fee, you could take your animal to his back door and turn it over for a lethal overdose.

California produced the nation’s largest number of shelter intakes, a dubious honor to which the city of LA contributed mightily.16 The Los Angeles Animal Services oversaw six facilities. (Smaller cities and unincorporated areas that were part of LA County had a separate system.) The shelter serving South LA was the worst. Journalist Jesse Katz described it as “the MASH unit of dogs pounds.” The dank, aging building was always full, and nearly half the dogs and cats that the city put down each year died there. Every day, wrote Katz, their corpses were left out for the rendering truck, “stacked neatly by the vets, three, four, five bodies deep.”17

For white Angelenos, accustomed to looking south with a mixture of fear and contempt, it was just another ghetto problem—one particularly ugly Los Angeles Times headline called the area’s many strays “another kind of [South-Central] gang.”18 The rescue world offered little in the way of organized, tangible help. Periodically, members of some groups descended, looking for dogs to save, but they poorly traversed the wide class and racial chasm. They disdained pits, sought out small, fluffy breeds, sometimes loudly admonished owners: “Why you haven’t spayed this dog?” One longtime resident found the message clear.

“You were ignorant, you didn’t deserve to have a pet,” she told me. “You could feel it from their body language.”

Teri Austin was among the first to change that pattern. A star of the soap opera Knots Landing, Teri had her own rescue come-to-Jesus moment in the 1980s. After her beloved Yorkshire terrier died, she began to volunteer for Gillian Lange’s Amanda Foundation. Late one afternoon, after a day on the set, she was sent to the South LA shelter to pull a border collie the group hoped to place. She tottered into the dismal facility on stiletto heels, a glamorous TV star with big hair and a tight skirt, and was directed to “the bump cage,” a pen holding the border collie and twelve other dogs that were scheduled to be put down at closing. Horrified, sobbing, she blurted out, “I’ll take them all.”

By 2001, Teri was running the Amanda Foundation—after an internal dispute, Lange had formed another group—and had paused her acting career to focus on helping animals. She, like Erika Brunson, was convinced that providing free sterilization services was the key to reducing the city’s animal population problem and worked with then councilmember Mark Ridley-Thomas to draft a city ordinance requiring all pets over four months of age be sterilized.19 It passed in 2008. (Today, very early sterilization surgery has become more controversial, with some studies suggesting that it leads to an increased incidence of joint disorders in large breeds.20) With the help of several other organizations, Teri and the Amanda Foundation purchased a “Spaymobile” to go into high-need neighborhoods; LA Animal Services would cover a portion of the surgery costs. Around the same time, Teri’s friend Sam Simon, the Emmy Award–winning cocreator of The Simpsons, asked her to start a service animal program for him. Teri agreed, as long as he purchased another mobile clinic van as well, which he did.

“You didn’t have to be a genius to see the inequality,” she told me.

What no one had yet brought to South LA was the kind of sustained presence, outreach, and attention to human needs that Lori had offered downtown. That was the opening into which she stepped. She had begun to grasp how simplistic her early thinking had been. Helping individuals like Benny and taking single dogs off the street was relieving pressure, not solving a larger ongoing problem. The humane world complained constantly about how animals lived in poorer neighborhoods, but no one asked why this was so. What were people struggling with that got in the way? How could you address their situations in a way that made change possible?

Ken was nearly apoplectic when Lori told him she planned to focus on South LA.

“You don’t belong there! You won’t fit in! You cannot just walk those streets!”

But she did. She’d met Teri Austin during “100 Dogs in a Day,” and despite differences in their backgrounds and temperaments—Teri was as articulate and easy with promotion as Lori was uncomfortable—they had bonded. Lori admired Teri’s skill with strategic and tactical organization; Teri judged Lori to be “the real deal.”

“You’re like me,” she told Lori. “Once you see something, you can’t unsee it. You’re in this for life.”

The “100 Dogs” event had been Teri’s brainchild. Now Lori had her own idea for something big and new.

MTV’s rapper-hosted Pimp My Ride was in its television heyday, so Downtown Dog Rescue loudly announced its arrival in town with “Pimp Your Pit,” a spay/neuter event within a big party at the Yo! Watts Community Center. Larry Hill, Lori’s ally from the North Central shelter, lived and trained dogs nearby and took the lead in community outreach. He even snagged Big Dane and Q, the TV show’s car customizers, to make a guest appearance.

Teri drew on her entertainment industry background to shape a well-run sure-to-be-noticed show. She insisted the local councilmember be brought on board, press releases drafted, newspapers and TV networks alerted. Lori brought the street. The promo flyers she produced (with the word FREE repeated eight times) featured pits held by several Black men Lori had met, all wearing oversized T-shirts and backward baseball caps and well known in the community.

“We needed to reach the people these guys knew, and I knew how pumped up they were about their dogs,” she remembered. “It worked. They said, ‘That’s a really good picture of me! I’m gonna show it to all my friends.’” (Writer Julie Urbanik would later praise the ad in the journal Humanimalia for its “transgressive” use of “hyper-masculine gang culture” images.21)

“This is groundbreaking!” Larry Hill said in excitement during one of the trio’s many planning meetings. “Nobody’s doing anything like this!”

More than five hundred men, women, children, and dogs turned the Yo! Watts parking lot into a raucous, day-long celebration—performers rapping over thudding bass, children breakdancing and clambering onto a massive SUV with a two-foot lift. While taco meat sizzled on the grill, vendors hawked pit bull–themed sweats, hoodies, and T-shirts, and groomers offered doggy haircuts. All were local businesses, so money stayed in the community.

DDR had been steadily growing a cadre of volunteers, who handed out free dog collars, leashes, and food. Friends like Tony Sperl and Ray made an appearance. After their pass through the Spaymobile and recovery in the center’s rec room, seventy-five fawn, tan, brindle, brown, black, red, and blue pit bulls tottered woozily back to their owners. Reporters and a TV news crew wove through the crowd and cheered “a warm, wholesome event in a community that, like pit bulls, is often maligned and misunderstood.”22

“If you come into this community with peace, love, and a good attitude,” Larry Hill had promised, “everything will go fine.”

It did.

“Lori, I want to tell you something,” said a young rapper she met that day, a streetwise kid, his arms tattooed and teeth gleaming with a silver grill. “Today, I saw the man who snatched my gold chain, and”—he lifted his shirt to reveal a gun—“I was gonna shoot him. But you had media here and we were having such a good time, and I didn’t want to disrespect your event, so I let it go.”

She had done it, and yes, it had been groundbreaking. The high of that success hit her the way people described their first taste of crack: a rush so powerful that all you wanted was to feel it again.

After “Pimp Your Pit” came “Westcoast Dog: Get Your Pit Customized in Watts.”

“Get Fixed or Die Tryin’,” echoing rapper 50 Cent’s hit song, lasted all day. Emotions always ran high, with crowds of people holding nervous dogs, and men often took male dogs’ neutering very personally, but things went smoothly. At DDR events, said one longtime volunteer, “Lori’s thought through every option, how it will work and what could go wrong.”

There were smaller “clinics” as well, at places like All Peoples Christian Church (where Lori quietly offered $20 of her own money to hesitant pit bull and Rottweiler owners if they agreed to have their dogs fixed) and the Watts Public Library. She paid a former downtown client and Jo Barker to go from block to block with informational flyers she’d had printed in a variety of colors, so she could track where her clients had come from. (The paper was pink, baby blue, lavender, and teal: no gang colors.) At a clinic sponsored by a grant from PetSmart, she threw in $1,000 of her own money to cover anyone who didn’t fit the grant’s narrow definition of whom should be served—and proved what she already knew: that low-income people would absolutely fix their pets if someone who understood their reality made it possible.

Along with Larry Hill, Jo Barker was Lori’s anchor in the neighborhood. Jo was white, but she’d made herself at home. She’d learned to braid her long hair from a Black friend and helped out her neighbor, Miss Irene, an old-style church lady in a big hat. She cooked for some of the families on the block and let parents know when their kids acted up. She also had Boxer, a brown-and-white pit that she’d saved from someone who kept him chained to a tree. Boxer was a wild beast. “He hated everyone, and I used his assertiveness to make him my personal bodyguard” was how she put it when we talked. With Boxer around, no one fucked with Jo. The first time Lori visited, a group of sullen teenagers blocked her way across the sidewalk and Jo emerged from her house all righteous fury.

“Get back! Get back, you all! Yeah, I’m the crazy white woman who puts fucking beads in her hair! So let my friend through, thank you very much!”

“You must take possession of the street,” she ordered Lori.

Lori did to some extent, passing out flyers for upcoming clinics even on the most problematic blocks (early on weekend mornings, when only Jehovah’s Witnesses shared the sidewalk). Being out alone, though, when she had to pay a call on someone who’d called Sandy Dragotis at the DDR hotline asking for help with a stray dog or for a bag of dog food, was often harder than she’d expected.

South LA rattled her—its size, density, its look—untouched by investment money, shaped by fear of crime. There were miles of single-story mom-and-pop restaurants, funky tire shops with battered signs, beauty salons and liquor stores. On residential blocks, fading apartments sat next to tiny lots packed with homes, old cars, and converted garages that held whole families. Every inch was occupied. Every window was barred. One house had a walled-in front porch with black security doors, like an embassy in a war-torn country.

Skid Row had been cruel and frightening, but an individual kind of terrible, the last stop for people whose demons had won. Here, multiple generations lived trapped by a legacy of racism, family dysfunction, unemployment, crack, mass incarceration, and stunning civic indifference. The sidewalks baked because the city had never planted trees, and the alleys held piles of trash it never came around to collect.23 After a thousand buildings burned in 1992, a coalition of public officials and business and community leaders promised renewal, including fifty-seven thousand new jobs and twelve grocery stores. Five years later, the group quietly disbanded, having done almost nothing. Not even all the destroyed buildings had been replaced.24 Those empty lots now sat near others that dated back forty years, to the upheaval in Watts in the summer of 1965.25

A tall skinny white girl stood out. Men appeared on porches to glare; kids blocked her car on side streets and jumped on the hood to demand money. She stared fixedly ahead, kept the windows rolled up tight. To center herself, she focused on a meditation she’d learned.

Peace be with you, she thought at the young men who glowered; Peace be with you if a car slowed to check her out as she crossed the street. I’m a guest in this area, she told herself. I’m here to bring service. Nothing will happen to me.

It didn’t, but there were close calls.

Sandy at the DDR hotline had heard from someone whose dog had given birth and who wanted to give away the pups and sterilize the mother. Her directions led Lori to a run-down dirt-yard house. The older Black woman who answered the door looked like someone’s grandma. But inside, in the dark living room, a half dozen people lay unmoving on the floor.

“Just step around them,” the grandma said calmly.

Were they high? Dead? Dying? Lori heard the echo of Ken’s voice: If you’re ever in a bad situation, keep moving.

She averted her eyes and followed the woman into a grimy kitchen, noting the back door as an escape route. The woman handed her a leash and gestured at a box that held the puppies. “You can keep them, but I want the dog back.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lori said, and fled.

The day she had to tell an ex-gangster that his dog had died after being spayed was one of the few times she actually feared she might not make it out. The dog was a seven-year-old pit bull whose body bore the signs of a hard life—crudely clipped ears, teats stretched from who knew how many litters—but had seemed healthy enough. None of the vets understood what had happened. She had come through the surgery; she was fine until suddenly she wasn’t.

Because she herself had picked up and taken the animal to the Amanda Foundation’s Spaymobile, Lori felt obliged to report the death in person. The owner lived in the heart of old South Central, on a block that dead-ended at a freeway sound wall. The roar of traffic was almost a physical presence.

“I have some bad news,” she told him. He was a fiftyish African American with a shaved head and the bloated body of a drinker, and his face was tight and mean. “Your dog died. We don’t know why, and it wasn’t anything we expected.”

The man’s shock registered then quickly became rage. “I loved that dog! What did you do to her?”

“I’m so sorry. It was routine surgery. We don’t know what happened.”

“I should never have let you take her!” He slammed his hand against a nearby fence. “I knew this would happen!” Lori could feel the potential for violence.

“I’m sorry” was all she could repeat, trying not to meet his eyes and angling her face away. If he sees fear in me, it’s over. There was a look street dogs got when they saw a cat in range—alert and calculating, waiting for the movement that would trigger their prey drive. She’d seen the way cornered cats froze in response. They knew that if they ran, the dog would chase, that if a dog chased, they’d be caught, and that if caught, they’d die. So they became very still. Looked around with a cool, feline nonchalance: I see you, but I don’t care. The dog would wait, lose interest, walk away.

I’m sorry, she repeated, forcing herself to stay calm. Sorry, sorry, then, as he began advancing toward her, I have to go now. As she drove off, she counted herself lucky. Things could have gone very badly. It never occurred to her to quit the effort. Once she had agonized about not having a purpose. That was no longer a question.

Local organizations like Community Coalition and Strategic Concepts in Organizing and Policy Education (SCOPE) were working to build political power in South LA, and there were local animal lovers already at work, too. Slowly Lori met them and began to gather the threads of a network. There were animal control officers who’d transferred from the North Central shelter and remembered her. Men and women who really couldn’t afford the strays they took in but did what they thought would please Jesus. There were street rescuers like Benny. She met JD one afternoon when she was tracking a loose dog. He was a slight Black man in his forties, dreadlocked and handsome, and, as it turned out, an addict, maybe also a dealer. He had an old RV parked off Broadway around 58th Street where he lived with multiple dogs and kept others that he found roaming the streets in the side yard of a nearby crack house. Lori brought him dog food when she was nearby and sometimes he entrusted her with one of his finds.

“Her name is Princess,” said JD, handing over a six-month-old red pit bull puppy that she would put up for adoption. “I saved her for you.”

Cathy Simpson was tiny but commanding, fierce, and upright. She was in her early fifties and lived in the heart of South Central with her great-grandmother, who more than a half century before had been the first Black homeowner on the block. Now, the woman was old and frail but refused to leave her house, and Cathy had moved from a suburban condo to care for her. Cathy doted on her own shepherd and cocker spaniel and was horrified by the strays she saw while commuting to work each day. People talked about the threat of dog packs, but she found these filthy, emaciated animals merely pathetic. One day she’d seen a shepherd and pit bull huddled together at the side of the road; the pit had given birth, the puppies were dead, and the starving shepherd was eating them.

Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore. One afternoon, she stopped in heavy traffic to wrestle a red nose pit that could barely stand into her car, then drove it across town to her vet. She kept her Chevy Blazer loaded with jugs of water, bags of dog food, flea treatment, and deworming meds; the strays got to recognize the sound of her car and came running. If she could get an animal fattened up enough to look halfway decent, she’d try to shop it to a rescue. Most didn’t handle pits. But she’d met Lori at an event, knew that Lori did, and had made it her business to get introduced. Lori became her go-to resource. When she found dogs that needed vet care, Lori referred her to doctors that gave her a discount. She arranged for the Amanda Foundation’s Spaymobile to visit the struggling harbor area neighborhood where Cathy worked. When Cathy reported that her neighbors were chaining their dog because it kept escaping the yard, Lori paid a Modernica worker and his son to come out and build them a fence. The family hadn’t needed a lecture about pet care, just someone with the money to help them keep the damn dog off the street.

In turn, Cathy began to volunteer at Lori’s spay and neuter events. More than once, she drove a sick or wounded DDR dog across town at rush hour. “Giving back” was how she described it. She knew that if she told Lori about a South LA pet or family that needed her, Lori would come through.

In 2006, just after Lori began her work in South LA, her old client Ray, the Vietnam vet who lived in a van with his pit bull Petey, went to prison on a drug charge. The squatters who lived in the nearby condemned house took in the dog. By the time Ray was released, his health had worsened, and he was transferred to a convalescent home. A few months later, he was dead.

It turned out that Ray had written a will, and in it he’d left Lori his beloved yellow van. Also legal ownership of Petey. Oh no, she thought. The dog was a walking lawsuit. But she’d told Ray that she would always be there for the two of them, and a promise was a promise.

The van still sat parked on Berendo Street, though it had been ransacked. (Lori later sold it, and the money went to DDR.) The squatters who had Petey told Lori that will or no will, he was their dog now.

This could not stand. Lori and Richard commandeered the Modernica van and drove it to Hollywood. With Richard at the wheel, the motor running and side door left open, Lori begged the squatters for the chance to tell Petey goodbye. Grudgingly, they let him out.

“Petey boyyyyyy!” she called in his special cadence and ran toward the van. The dog sprinted after her, jumped in, and with the squatters shouting curses, they sped away.

Then what? She boarded Petey for a while; he tried to bite everyone. No one was willing to try training him. At a dog show, two women she knew introduced her to a trainer they knew in South LA. And he said yes.

That was how Lori Weise a.k.a. Dog Lady met Cornelius Austin a.k.a. Dog Man. Forty-one, tall and husky, Dog Man had grown up in South Central, and with dogs. “When I came home from County General Hospital in my mother’s arms,” he proclaimed with a showman’s flair to anyone who asked, “the first thing I heard was a bark.” He got his first pit bull when he was seven: “I got pit bull in my head,” he said. He’d known Cesar Millan in the 1990s, before he became the famous Dog Whisperer, and expected that one day he, too, would have a TV show.

Dog Man hadn’t lived a spotless life. “I’m not afraid to say that I was a high school dropout,” he told me. “I got to hanging with the wrong crowd.” Then his mother died. At the hospital, he said, “I held Mama’s hand—it was soft as a pillow. I closed my eyes and I seen bars, like I was in jail. All the guys I was hanging with—if anything happened, where’m I gonna live?” He quit hanging in the street. Found God. Stood over his mother’s grave and told her, “I’m gonna be the best dog man this world’s ever seen.”

Dog Man’s promise led to a training class that met every Sunday in front of the LA Coliseum, just blocks from where he’d grown up. Four hours long, it was free and aimed at locals, mostly Black men who owned pit bulls. He would teach obedience training and also “protection work,” that is, how to take down an intruder on command. Given the still-strong pit bull–thug narrative, the regular presence of a group of Black men with big dogs aroused alarm on the adjacent USC campus. A student newspaper story claimed that the class was training dogs to kill, and LAPD officers paid Dog Man a call. They let him know that if he was charging for his services without a license, he’d be busted. Since he wasn’t, they contented themselves with regularly ticketing his students’ cars.

When Lori arrived at her first Sunday class with Petey, whom Dog Man later dubbed “an assault weapon on a leash,” she was the only white person and only woman. Since Ray had taught Petey to respond to the sound of metal, she carried a pie tin. The dog took one look at Dog Man—Enemy!—bared his teeth, and lunged. Lori smacked the tin BAM! against her knee and he flattened. The men in the class edged away, shaking their heads. A white lady with a wild dog could not lead to anything good.

For six months, Lori filled her pockets with cut-up “wienies,” Dog Man’s prescribed reward for good canine behavior, and she and Petey spent long Sunday mornings at the Coliseum. They played follow the leader, running, jumping, climbing up and down stairs, dogs panting, humans huffing, everyone competing to be chosen to head the line. By class end, even aggressive dogs were too tired to cause mischief and their humans too exhausted to think at all.

“Man up front—KEEP RUNNING!” bellowed Dog Man, a drill sergeant who never spoke in anything less than a shout. “No lollygagging! Don’t bunch up!—we don’t want no accidents! FOLLOW THE LINE!”

The class gave Lori a family in South LA. Helen and Christine Boyd, the sisters who’d first introduced her to Dog Man, began coming with their own dogs, their calm a salve to Lori’s constant anxiety. (“She took everything so seriously,” Helen said years later.) Both became DDR volunteers. Dog Man, so loud and full of bluster, had a tender, brotherly side.

“This ain’t nothing,” he assured Lori when for the third time she mixed up left and right and headed in the wrong direction. “That’s okay, c’mere, you need a hug. Get your wienies out, we’ll do it again.”

He also passed on his faith. He was appalled to hear that Lori wasn’t religious and shook his head when she confessed to being worried about something.

“Why? God will take care of you,” he said. “You have to believe.” No matter that she hadn’t been to church in years: “You don’t need to go to church. This is church. Every Sunday we meet here.”

Dog Man helped make Lori’s South LA work possible, offering friendship and training for a succession of DDR dogs and their adopters.

“Lori was a white lady going into a Black community where there’s gang members,” he told me sixteen years later, after his Sunday class. It was still going strong; Dog Man’s van emblazoned with the words “Dogz ’n’ the Hood” sat nearby. “It was dangerous for her. I never gangbanged, thank God for Jesus, but I happened to know all the gang members because they live near me and I’ve been knowing them all my life. She didn’t get off work until five and sometimes it’d be dark. I’d say let me meet you there. I went to her events; I worked her events.”

Over time, Dog Man’s classes became a resource and melting pot, where white women from Malibu with rescue pits they could barely control mingled with South LA men, all gleefully sharing tales of canine malfeasance.

“My dog lunged at the Petco cashier!”

“Mine wanted to kill my uncle!”

Bonds formed across social and class divides. A group of probation officers walked the line with former gang members and ex-cons, all of them obeying that bellowed “No lollygagging!” Eddie Murphy showed up one week, then Cesar Millan, Best Friends reps, rescuers from out of state, and a steady stream of local kids intent on becoming good pet owners.

“Dogs connect us,” Lori told me. “They enable us to have a conversation.” Years before, downtown, an unhoused man she approached had challenged her.

“If I didn’t have a dog, would you even talk to me?” he demanded.

She answered honestly: “No.”

But he had, and she did.

Dog Man never became a TV sensation, but his work for DDR brought him a new family. When his twenty-five-year-old daughter died tragically from flu complications in 2016, “the dog community took care of me,” he said. “Lori, Best Friends, Teri Austin—they gave me so many donations I had to tell people I don’t want nothing more. I didn’t know people cared about me that much.”

And Dog Man would enable Lori to save Petey, who lived to be seventeen, and who loved watching birds in the yard, every female dog he ever met, and her. After a couple of terrifying near-disasters during the early months—one involving a 130-pound cane corso—Petey learned to tolerate the presence of strangers, barking dogs, passing skateboards, and bicycles. Then it was time for the final class challenge—testing Lori’s ability to call and control him. She was sick with fear. The others in class were nervous, too, but they obediently formed two lines facing each other, Lori at one end, Dog Man, holding Petey, at the other.

“You didn’t feed him this morning, like I told you?” Dog Man asked. She shook her head. “You got your wienies?” She nodded. “Okay, now when I say ‘call your dog,’ CALL! YOUR! DOG!”

He let Petey go, and the dog shot toward her, then suddenly stopped, eyeing one of the men on the sidelines. Lori could almost hear him thinking: Is this . . . an enemy? Maybe I should—

With all she had, she shouted, “PETEY! GET THE FUCK OVER HERE!”

Dog Man yelled, “POUND YOUR CHEST!”

Lori beat her chest, roaring, “PETEY! HERE!” The dog hesitated, then ran to her. She knelt, he gobbled pieces of hot dog from her hand, and then both she and Dog Man were teary-eyed, while the men around them nodded approvingly, murmuring, Damn, that’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
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He Will Bite Your Ass and Kill a Man

2007

South Los Angeles, Compton

FOR A DECADE, LORI’S WORK HAD MOSTLY PASSED UNDER the national no kill and rescue radar. “She was on Skid Row, with hookers and drug addicts, and who went there?” said Robert Goldman, the veterinarian who’d sterilized dogs at Modernica with the Spaymobile. “She was like someone playing great jazz on a street corner, where no one heard.”

Finally, though, riffs began drifting out. Lori was profiled in the magazine The Bark, which had grown from a Berkeley newsletter into a “New Yorker for dog lovers,” featuring writers like Rick Bass, Amy Tan, and Ann Patchett.1 Francis Battista, one of the Best Friends founders, had been raising money and building programs around LA since the early 1990s and was intrigued by reports he heard of a woman who had “one foot in the world of high-end furniture and another in the hood.” Efforts like “Pimp Your Pit” and community spay/neuter events, he told me admiringly, “were really smart and ahead of their time.” In late 2007, Lori was invited to one of the group’s local fundraisers and found herself mingling with eight hundred well-dressed guests and celebrities at the Jim Henson Company Lot in Hollywood. Amid festivities that included a live auction, open bar, and gourmet vegan buffet, she got a $5,000 “Grass Roots Award” sponsored by a family foundation.2 Groups like the Amanda and Lange Foundations had been mixing glamour and rescue for years, with parties and celebrity fashion show fundraisers, but this event was Lori’s first glimpse of rescue’s glitzy side. It was also the first time in a while she’d stayed up past 9:00 p.m.

A Best Friends invite was also like being recruited for a top college sorority. The fast-growing group had been making rescue cool in a way the HSUS and ASPCA never had. After their stint in New Orleans came a 2006 airlift of three hundred dogs and cats from war-torn Beirut.3 Their “Strut Your Mutt” celebration—a nationwide walk of people and dogs to raise money for local groups (or of course, Best Friends itself)—and local “Super Adoption” days brought shelters, rescues, and prospective adopters out together, music-festival style. “Lint Roller” fundraising parties, like the one Lori attended (lint rollers were what you used to get the dog hair off your pants, get it?), were held in hip locales and attracted a string of big names: Clint Eastwood, Danny Trejo, Ellen DeGeneres, Hilary Swank, Willie Nelson, Laura Dern.

When Lori was invited to speak at one of the organization’s national conferences in Las Vegas, an affair full of no kill heavy hitters, it promised both visibility and prestige. Someone else might have been thrilled. She was so rigid with stage fright she called Ken before going onstage. “Can I do this?”

Of course you can, he said.

“I swear that every story I’m going to tell you is true,” she said, clicked on a slide, and watched the old downtown world rise, incongruous in the gleaming hotel. “This is Benny. He lived in an alley with his dog Lizzy. If you met him, you’d have to get used to the idea that Lizzy goes everywhere without a leash. Raise your hand if you’re not comfortable with a dog following a bus all the way down 7th Street!” From the audience came a forest of raised hands and a swell of laughter.

“This is Dewayne and his dogs at the train tracks. Do you see the trash? That’s just part of how the two of them live. I’m here to talk about a different kind of dog rescue.”

There were some early doubtful questions from the audience—Wait, are you saying that people who live on the street should have pets?—but increasingly she felt them with her. Of course they knew how much people’s pets meant to them. But no one else at the conference was talking about people like this, and about a place most of them would never see. A recent LA scandal had involved homeless hospital patients being released and dumped on Skid Row, which reporters called “the most dangerous place in America.”4 She was the woman who worked there. She left the stage to applause, feeling like a star.

The appearance could have set Lori on a road to power and fame. More and more American households were on the internet, with the age of bloggers, YouTubers, and Instagrammers on the horizon. There would have been no limits for a photogenic woman with a store of wild tales to share. The “What I Learned from Downtown Dogs” TED Talk practically wrote itself.

But Lori was uniquely unsuited to the great American celebrity machine. She later told me that she “didn’t have the self-esteem to realize” that path was even open to her. To be celebrated, after all, you have to believe you deserve to be. Her own demons surely didn’t help—while she spoke at a number of other conferences, she turned down some invitations because she was afraid to fly. She also had no patience for animal welfare world politics, whether rescue group backbiting or donor pitches that promised impossible results. While she did get some grants to fund her work, “I know I’ve lost money by not using the words donors wanted,” she said. “They want to hear that you’ve come up with a way to change everything, and I wouldn’t say that.”

Maybe equally important, she didn’t need to be famous. Anyone who’s known a real star, whether an actor, politician, or activist, knows they’re not like other people. They grow incandescent in front of a crowd; it’s where they draw their energy, maybe the only place they feel truly alive. Lori’s pleasure was talking one-on-one and witnessing change on a small, human level: when a client whose life had been nothing but disorder made an appointment to get his dog treated and actually showed up. Her power was seeing those the larger world ignored and then making them visible.

“She put local people’s faces on her posters,” was how Dog Man said it. “She made people feel they were somebody.”

Years later, people who knew the extent of Lori’s rescue work couldn’t believe she’d never taken a salary for any of it. In fact, it was the opposite: as her Modernica salary grew, she funneled much of what she earned back into DDR. But holding a “regular” job gave her financial stability and an outlet for the part of her that loved design and beauty. (She dressed in jeans and T-shirts but read Vogue every month.) The job also meant she didn’t have to monetize her passion.

But shying away from the self-promotion that brings fame and money had its own price. It permanently condemned her to holding two demanding full-time jobs. To observe her daily life at any point during the years I knew her was to feel like a slacker. She was up before 5:00 a.m. to feed and exercise the dogs that lived with her, then those in the downtown parking lot kennel. (She eventually hired a kennel helper.) When she looked at her phone, a dozen rambling, semicoherent messages waited. Someone was having a nightmare. Someone’s dog was throwing up. Someone needed . . . it wasn’t even clear what. By 7:00 a.m., she was at the factory, overseeing orders and the company’s new and wholesale business and managing a human pack: Why weren’t those twenty-six thousand ceramic pieces unloaded? Why did no one tell me the workers we needed didn’t show up?

She often spent lunch hours on the street, following some hotline tip—A family moved and left their pit bull puppy in the front yard, can you get him?

Staging the monthly community clinics was like putting together a giant, repeating block party. She had to have flyers printed, volunteers lined up to pass them out at housing projects, laundromats, and youth centers. There were rec center and park permits to get, banners to be made. A dozen vets and vet techs had to be recruited, medical supply donations solicited. (In 2015, she met Dr. Peter Weinstein, then executive director of the Southern California Veterinary Medical Association, whose board was eager to do work in underserved parts of the city. Their partnership provided a regular supply of medical staff, some of whom still turn out monthly. The vets, dubious at first, came to love the work, Dr. Weinstein told me. For once, they could do what they’d trained for without having “the money talk” with an owner. “Lori changed the scene for poor and homeless pet owners,” he said. “And changed the mindset of a lot of veterinarians.”)

On clinic day she was up even earlier than usual, packing her car with vaccines, forms, clipboards, ice, meds, and freshly charged microchip machines. She mediated the near chaos of two hundred people waiting in line for service, dogs lunging, Dog Man shouting, “Pick up after your pet!” At night, she once again fed the kennel dogs and her own, crafted the obligatory social media posts, answered yet more texts and emails. “I am homeless and I have an pet [sic] and she’s not microchip or deworming . . . I’m only 19 . . .” “Can you help me, my 21-year-old chihuahua has cancer . . .”

The pace never, ever eased, and to maintain it, she said matter-of-factly, she’d sacrificed “my personal life, relationships, some friends I used to have”—essentially everything.

Avoiding self-promotion in a culture that demands it also slowed the spread of her ideas and sometimes denied her credit for work she’d begun. Sixteen years after she began running community clinics, a glossy magazine celebrated a wealthy LA foundation’s new “initiative” featuring pop-up pet services, like vaccinations, vet checkups, and microchips “to meet the growing need in underserved . . . communities.”5 Twenty-five years after she began her efforts downtown, the media celebrated the generosity of an intensely PR-forward veterinarian who spread the word that he was treating Skid Row pets for free! As if no one ever had that idea before.

Lori shrugged when I asked if it didn’t bother her. “I’ll never get above a certain donation level,” she told me cheerfully. “I’ll never get into the mega-wealthy donor circles. Or to the celebrities who always think there’s a better home for the animal. Not everyone can do it the way we do. It’s like being a small edgy designer. Some of the bigger groups are Tommy Hilfiger, creating for the masses. They have to produce what sells. What we do isn’t for everyone, but we have the freedom to take chances.”

In 2007 DDR added the city of Compton to its turf. It was one of California’s oldest cities, and small, just ten square miles, with fewer than one hundred thousand mostly Black and Latino residents. But like South LA, Compton struggled with poverty, crime, street gangs, and racial tension.

Lori met a woman in Dr. Simon’s office whose sister taught at a Compton elementary school and who passed along troubling reports: strays were a constant on campus; kids kept finding abandoned puppies. Lori called around. No rescues worked in Compton, and there were no support programs for pet owners. With Christine and Helen Boyd she held an “introduction to pet care” day at the elementary school. The school secretary attended the local Tower of Faith Church, which became the site for another big spay/neuter clinic. Rosalie Bardwell, who was sixty-seven, a former LA Thunderbirds Roller Derby skater, and a white woman who’d lived in Compton most of her adult life, showed up with a puppy. She introduced herself to Lori as “the neighborhood dog person.”

Rosalie filled the role Benny had downtown. She posted signs for Lori’s next clinic in her front yard and badgered everyone she knew to come. In fact, for the first year that DDR worked in Compton, its clients were mainly Rosalie’s friends and neighbors. Locals might be suspicious, but when Lori walked with Rosalie, people of all colors opened their doors. Sometimes Lori abandoned spay/neuter advocacy—that was part of respecting where people were—but sometimes promising that “if you let us sterilize your dog, we’ll give you dog food for life” turned the tide. At the end of the month, when everyone’s funds were running low, “discovering” she had a $20 Food 4 Less coupon to offer in exchange for the agreement to get the surgery was all it took. Sometimes it took no persuasion at all: people had always wanted her services but didn’t know they existed.

She made mistakes early on, like scheduling a community event in a park that was in one gang’s territory, which no one affiliated elsewhere could dare enter. East Rancho Dominguez Park, where Serena and Venus Williams had once practiced, was neutral, so it became her landing spot. She hired a local ice cream truck to pass out free cones, sandwiches, and promo flyers, and even kids at someone’s birthday party ran to get their share. Next, she bought several hours of a taco truck’s time and offered free lunch for all—plus spay and neuter, vaccines, microchips, and referral to Dog Man’s class, also all free.

Even when grant money (for example from the ASPCA) funded some of these services, Lori was always ready to add DDR funds or her own money to cover those who didn’t meet funders’ criteria, like ONLY pit bulls and ONLY from these zip codes, so please have your ID ready . . . She saw no sense in turning away a willing owner with an intact poodle. Or denying service to someone who might be undocumented and couldn’t or wouldn’t produce ID.

In those early days, a few hundred extra dollars out of Lori’s own wallet introduced her to everyone hanging out at that green oasis in a sea of SoCal concrete—the families lounging on blankets while their kids kicked soccer balls, the basketball and card players, the homeless, the kid who told her that his uncle had once fought dogs but not anymore, the gangbangers smoking weed on the benches outside. An ex-gangster who’d written a book on that life while serving a prison term helped her understand why her first event had failed. Reading his book was “like putting on a pair of glasses,” Lori said. The man later made a YouTube video for DDR talking about the importance of spay and neuter.

“Poor people are always being told that some new program will save them,” Jo Barker had told her. “There’s always some reason it never happens. Don’t promise unless you plan to deliver. Don’t act like a hot shot if you’re not gonna come through.”

Lori would be in Compton every month for the next sixteen years. There were free books for the kids, and toys at Christmas. And never any trouble. Maybe it was the tacos.

“When you give people food,” Lori told me, only half joking, “they’re less likely to shoot you.”

Sinbad, the first downtown dog Lori had taken in, had always enjoyed his life as a Modernica shop dog. Now, though, he was old, his hips grown too weak for the factory stairs. Lori took him home to Altadena, taping beach towels to the wood floors so he wouldn’t slip. Benny’s old road dog, Lizzy, had also aged out and moved to Altadena, where she promptly tore out Lori’s prized aloe hedge and all her succulents. The two shared space with fellow seniors Maya and Yuki. Petey, going blind but still cantankerous, remained kenneled alone. So did Pink, a ferocious Lab Lori had inherited from a homeless old man living at a Koreatown construction site. If you looked at Pink directly, she went for your face. Lori never had dinner guests.

Other old-timers remained in the downtown kennel—Chasui the abandoned guard dog, and Freeway, whose trauma at the recycling yard had turned her into a biter. The dogs DDR now pulled from the shelter and new animals that fell into their hands were an even more hard-ass crew.

Dog breed popularity in America always changes over time, but sometimes a cultural moment sparks a blind infatuation with one breed or another—dogs that are often later abandoned when they turn out to be trouble. Six months after the 1996 remake of Disney’s 101 Dalmatians, shelters reported being blitzed with unwanted Dalmatians. (Who knew the kids’ cute Christmas puppies would get so big and shed so much?) The “Yo Quiero Taco Bell” commercials, Reese Witherspoon’s Legally Blonde, and Paris Hilton’s reality show sparked a craze for Chihuahuas that turned into a shelter glut when families found the little dogs high-strung, stubborn, and difficult to toilet train.6 After Game of Thrones, the problem would be huskies. In the early 2000s, though, it was pit bulls.

The ongoing demonization of the breed as violent and thuggish had made the dogs attractive to those who were violent and thuggish (or wanted to be)—owners who were less than responsible about breeding and training. Thus began an ugly cycle. Pits were prodigious reproducers who bore litters of up to ten puppies. Badly bred dogs became or were encouraged to be aggressive; aggression strengthened the dogs’ “badass” cred but also made it hard for owners to hold on to them. Numbers began to fill shelters, which hesitated to place them because they were considered too dangerous for ordinary folks and anyone who wanted a pit was obviously a bad dude. This was especially true for a person of color, including those who already had the dogs. In 2003, sociologist Arnold Arluke described a task force of police and animal control officers who conducted “sweeps” in an unnamed major metropolitan area, searching for suspicious dog owners to “disarm” by taking their dogs. If African Americans were spotted walking or sitting on stoops with pit bulls, “the assumption [was] that these dogs were not mere pets but illegal and dangerous weapons. Task force members would ask if dogs were properly licensed and, if not, seize and take them to the local shelter.”7

The result was a lot of death; shelters killed pits at three or four times the rate of other dogs.8 “In 1999 alone,” wrote Bronwen Dickey, “the Pennsylvania SPCA put down more than four thousand pit bulls rather than put them up for adoption.”9 This created a rescue world conundrum. Obviously reaching no kill required saving large numbers of pits, so focus turned toward that goal. By 2011, Merritt Clifton, an early no kill advocate who became stridently anti–pit bull, estimated that there were “more organizations focused on pit bull rescue and advocacy than . . . for all other specific breeds combined.”10 But groups that pulled pits from shelters struggled to find them homes for the same reason the shelters did. Dogs bred in a backyard by accident or for some extra cash didn’t necessarily have great temperaments. Those that had been mistreated or lived on their own didn’t turn into loving pets just because new owners gave them squeaky toys and kisses. Some hated men or people wearing hats. Some were aggressive, some emotionally disturbed. Many that ended up at DDR were powerful and ill-bred street dogs that had never known collars, leashes, or rules. Max was one of Iron Head’s many offspring. Benny had given him to a downtown mailman who, two years later, brought him to the factory. The dog was still unneutered and untrained, and also a biter.

“I hear you take care of dogs,” the mailman said, and vanished.

Bertha, another pit, had been abandoned at Dr. Simon’s hospital and hated everyone. She was small but ferocious as a game dog—would latch on so tightly even two people couldn’t pull her off.

When something went wrong at the DDR kennel, it was pit bull wrong, not poodle wrong. Lori and Richard tried to set up a safe exercise system: The high-energy, high-prey-drive dogs came out first to run off their manic edge. Next came the more mellow and those whose idea of entertainment was to stroll, sniff, and pee. Last were newbies and seniors. Lori walked among them armed with a rake or broom for protection and, occasionally, a metal trash can lid that could serve as a shield. Mostly the arrangement worked, but for years there wasn’t enough money to improve the kennel’s makeshift structure. (Eventually, a donation from the Jason Debus Heigl Foundation paid for professional runs.) A dog would sometimes break out of a flimsy run and spend the night roaming and snarling fuck you! at the others. Lori and Richard would arrive in the morning to find multiple dogs loose and desperately mask their alarm, since a nervous “oh shit” could trigger a full-on brawl.

“Oh look,” Lori would trill in a happy voice. “Max is out! Isn’t he going to kill Bertha?”

“Ha ha ha!” Richard chuckled back at her. “Yes! Isn’t this the most fucked-up thing you’ve ever seen?”

Things could go south fast. A worker from a nearby factory might think it funny to set everyone off by banging hard on the metal fence. One dog might find a tortilla scrap dropped by a worker and another decide to steal it.

One afternoon, Bertha escaped her run. The gate to the rear alley was open and she went for it. Outside stood Santanás, the evil Chow mix from the truck repair lot, and she went for him, murder in her eyes. The fight brought all the area dogs running, then several Modernica workers jumped into the fray, and Lori panicked. Someone was going to get bitten, and she’d lose her job. She spied a big orange Home Depot bucket nearby, and slammed it over Bertha’s head.

“You’ll crush her skull!” someone yelled.

“You’ll kill her!”

“I don’t care!” Lori screamed, pulling the bucket-covered dog back to her run. “She’s going down!”

The dog emerged, uncrushed, teeth bared, ready to fight again.

Bertha would spend the rest of her life with DDR and die at a venerable eighteen. Eventually her attack became just another downtown story. For years, whenever Lori or Richard had a terrible day at work, the other would laugh and say, “Yeah, but it’s nothing compared to the Bertha bucket fight.”

But it wasn’t funny at the time. Lori was well aware that she and Richard were flying blind with this group of desperado dogs, and something bad was bound to happen. Bound to happen again: she had never gotten over Bandit’s mauling of Happy and her own decision to euthanize him. So when yet another unmanageable animal arrived at the kennel, she turned to a South LA trainer said to be a “magician” with aggressive animals.

The time she spent working with the trainer was a mixed bag, and ultimately, they parted ways. Still, even years later, she credited him with giving her the skills of a first-class dog handler. He taught her how to “read” dogs, to know which could be pushed and which not, which needed time to chill out and which could never be “fixed,” only managed. She could connect with her pack, exert absolute leadership using only her presence and voice. And that in turn gave her new confidence in who she was. She was the dog lady who could oversee twenty bully breeds in a parking lot and it was just another day at the office. She was the dog lady who got bit, and the next day, still bleeding and slightly infected, put a slip lead on the biter and made him follow her to the yard. She could put two dogs together and control how they reacted to each other, could stop an attack by grabbing a seventy-pound dog’s hind legs and hoisting him in the air. Could break up a fight using only her voice.

“Oh no, we’re not having that! You just shut it down right now.”

She could feel the animals’ deference when two dogs went face-to-face, stiffened, and were on the verge of violence until one gave her a reluctant side-eye reminiscent of the gang kid with the gun at “Pimp Your Pit.”

I really want to take that fucker, the look said. I could totally do it. But out of respect for you, I choose not to.

It gave her a new sense of power that sometimes went beyond the kennel. When she went into work meetings, she quietly observed how people chose their seats and who refused to sit next to someone else. They were playing dominance games, like dogs. So could she. If some arrogant know-it-all tried to intimidate her, she just smiled. That guy thought he was tough, but he couldn’t break up a four-dog fight. She didn’t say a word. The alpha dog ruled with silence.

It was feeling that power that allowed her to say yes when Cathy Simpson called to say there was a dog she needed to meet.

Cathy had been drinking her morning coffee and looking out a window that faced the street when she saw a black dog pass. He was a huge male pit bull, tall and leggy but terribly thin and walking as if every step cost him. Cathy was caring for five dogs in her great-grandmother’s small house, so taking in another wasn’t an option, but she kept watching. The dog crossed the street and stopped beneath a corner tree. Poor thing. She sighed, put down her coffee cup, and filled bowls with water and dog food. The black dog didn’t growl or run away when she approached. He drank thirstily, ate the bowl clean, then simply lay down and fell asleep.

Okay, thought Cathy as she went back home, at least he’s had a good meal to send him on his way.

For weeks, she caught glimpses of the dog as she drove down Central Avenue toward the freeway. He was trotting down a side street, he was turning a corner and vanishing from sight. One day something in her gave way. She was going to work when she caught sight of the dog, and this time she tracked him down. She pulled out the food and water she kept in her car and when he was done eating, she opened the rear hatch.

“Here,” she said, patting a blanket she’d spread out. “Come on.”

Without hesitation the dog jumped in, and by the time Cathy reached her office he was stretched out and snoring.

She named the dog Clancy. There was no room for him in Cathy’s house and her yard had no fence, so for the next three months, with breaks for meals and walks, he contentedly lived in her car. Her vet, who vaccinated and neutered him, guessed Clancy was about ten years old. He was twenty-five pounds underweight, so he’d been on the street awhile. His very infected ears had been brutally cropped almost to the skull, causing nerve damage to his face, and he was covered in scars. He’d been a fighter.

Yet he was a great dog, polite and well-behaved. Cathy came to love him, but he was just too big for her. She emailed Lori a picture. “You should meet this one.”

Lori had just had to put Sinbad down and was in mourning. Still, the photo Cathy sent intrigued her. Clancy’s eyes radiated a sad intelligence. Could she—should she—take on an ex-fighter? She made a deal with Cathy: they would split custody for a few months and see how it went.

By then, there was no going back. Clancy would become Lori’s prime ally in South LA and Compton, and the canine love of her life.

The mainstream culture’s view of pit bulls changed forever in April 2007, with the discovery of star NFL quarterback Michael Vick’s Virginia kennel and dogfighting operation. It wasn’t as if Vick was the country’s only dogfighter or even the biggest—fifty-four dogs were taken from Vick’s Bad Newz Kennels, and in 2009, a St. Louis bust involved almost four hundred.11

But Vick’s sports world status took the story far beyond the niche world of animal welfare and into the national news. In the process, it was reframed. Rather than focusing on the Vick dogs’ violent pasts, it emphasized their suffering. Accounts lingered on the awful details: Females had been bred in “rape stands” that held them in place. Dogs that didn’t fight well had been drowned, hanged, electrocuted, beaten to death. The surviving animals were found chained to car axles in the woods.12

The most important element of the story, though, was its ending. Public outcry and a sustained animal welfare campaign defeated an initial plan to euthanize all the Vick dogs as potentially dangerous. While a few were put down, the majority were sent to Best Friends and other rescues for rehabilitation; ultimately they lived with families.

Some people would always see pit bulls as brutal and dangerous, but the saga of the Vicktory Dogs, as they came to be known, chronicled in a Sports Illustrated cover story and bestselling book, The Lost Dogs, was a cultural turning point. Pits were no longer “thugs” or canine accomplices to crime, no longer ambassadors of anarchy and dread. They were victims.

Reviewers of The Lost Dogs gushed that the story proved that suffering could be “transformed through the power of hope and love.”13 Cable TV soon featured shows like Pit Boss, about a little person who rescues big dogs, and Pit Bulls and Parolees, in which humans and animals came together to make a “fresh start.”14

The Vick dogs’ story served as a new iteration of the rescue myth: the redemption narrative. It was part fairy tale—with Beauty’s love, the Beast is revealed to be a prince—and part Christianity: no matter how bad the sin or sinner, salvation is possible, and suffering brings grace.

Once again, though, it excluded certain humans. It left out Michael Vick, though he publicly apologized for his cruelty, spoke out against dogfighting, and paid nearly $1 million toward his dogs’ rehabilitation. At a time when dogfighting was a misdemeanor, he was charged with a federal crime and sentenced to nearly two years in prison.15 “Neuter Mike Vick” car magnets went on sale, along with Michael Vick dog chew toys.16 Tucker Carlson called on air for his execution.17

Vick’s prosecution, wrote criminal law scholar Justin Marceau, not only symbolized “our social rejection of abuse” but served as “a tacit acknowledgment that it is savage, low-income individuals, often people of color, who are causing harm to animals.” It was also evidence of a disconnect between animal activists’ passion to free caged pets while endorsing jail time or even violence for some humans. Simply “propagating the dehumanizing violence of incarceration [was] not a viable solution to the inhumane treatment of animals.”18

Photos showed the Vicktory Dogs, bearing the kind of new and unthreatening names Katja M. Guenther had described—Curly, Frodo, Zippy, Cherry, Sweet Jasmine—in the arms (and beds) of white rescuers. Perhaps the only truly “redeemed” pit, or any rescue dog, was one who left the “hood” to become a fur-baby in a prosperous white suburb.

Clancy’s superpower lay in his ability to straddle the two worlds of his past and his present, without denying either. When Lori first brought him to Dog Man’s Sunday training class, he caused an immediate sensation among the older locals.

“Ma’am, do you realize you have a game dog?”

“I’ve seen that dog fight! Where did you get that dog?”

Her status rose. Lori’s persistence with Petey had won her respect from Dog Man’s regulars. But Petey was a clown—maybe he wanted to kill people, but he also liked to make them laugh. Clancy was a thoroughbred racehorse, a general, a king. Whoever had owned him, whoever had fought and then abandoned or lost him, had also taken the time to train him impeccably. During exercises, he sat erect, still as a statue, focused intently on Lori. If she said “stay,” he stayed. When she called “Here!” he was at her side. By the time the word “Down!” left her mouth, he was on the ground. And when some of the men in class tried Clancy with a platz! (sit) or fuss! (heel), the German commands of Schutzhund obedience and protection training, Clancy showed he knew them, too.

When it came time to form a line for the group walk, he simply took the lead, and no other dog even thought to challenge him. No growls or teeth were involved, just the pure authority of a born alpha. As he walked the route, he periodically looked behind him to make sure everyone was in their proper place. It was almost balletic; men actually got tears in their eyes watching.

Dog Man marveled and sometimes wondered what Clancy could be thinking. Someone had fought him, a lot, he had that many scars. Now he would live a pit bull’s dream life. Lori had saved him—and Dog Man himself understood quite well that salvation had required someone who looked like her, not him.

A white woman with a battered pit bull “got a pass,” he told me. “If it had been me with that dog, I’d’ve been in jail. When I’d walk down the street—Why you got him all scarred up? You did this! And I’m going to jail for animal cruelty.”

Clancy had a predator’s prey drive, chasing squirrels with such intensity that Lori had to keep the car windows closed when she drove on tree-lined blocks because he would try to jump out after them. Beneath his fierceness, though, lay a fear of separation more profound than any she’d ever seen. Early on, she left him in one of the Modernica kennels while she went to have her car’s oil changed.

A panicked employee called. “Come back! There’s blood everywhere, I think he killed something!”

But the blood was Clancy’s own, from broken nails and teeth and the flesh torn from his face. He would not be left alone in a cage, even if it killed him to get out. That was the deal he offered Lori: he would give her everything he had, and in return, she would have to shape her life around him. She accepted. Clancy went to work with Lori, to meetings and gallery openings. If she had to go away, he stayed with Cathy, and later, a sitter. (He accepted only women.) If there was a place he wasn’t allowed, he was happy to stay in Lori’s car, with the windows open, the way he had at Cathy’s.

“Papa,” Lori called him, “Daddy” and “Big Daddy.” He ruled the Altadena household dogs as a (mostly) benevolent dictator. He got along fine with Maya and Yuki and tolerated Bernadette and Curtis Jackson, two unadoptable newer arrivals, who as puppies had been thrown over Rosalie’s Compton fence and lived for months under her house. Clancy schooled the rescue dogs that passed through. The shy would be coaxed out of their shells; wild puppies never taught manners would get rolled with the clear message they needed to cut that shit. Lori always thought the pups seemed relieved to be given limits. He tried to kill Edwina, a little pit DDR had pulled from the South LA shelter and who had proved so reactive she was unadoptable. It was a fight that taught Lori the difference between a kennel bully and a game dog: Clancy didn’t lunge or slash. His every move was slow and deliberate; he took Edwina by the throat and calmly, methodically, squeezed. Lori couldn’t have physically stopped him, but with her “Drop it, Daddy!” he backed off. (Soon after, he was licking Edwina’s wounds.)

He bonded hard with Precious, a white pit bull with pink-rimmed eyes that Lori had found chained to a backyard tree, covered in fleas, her ears torn and maggots infesting hip wounds. She’d spent two weeks in the hospital after which she seemed permanently traumatized, doing nothing but eating, sleeping, and staring into space. Then Lori put her out with Clancy.

It was Romeo and Juliet. The two big dogs played, mated as if intact, lay face to face in the sun. Precious cleaned Clancy’s ears with her tongue, then he did the same for her. The other dogs kept a respectful distance from Big Papa and Big Mama. They were the bosses.

But as much as Clancy loved Precious, the center of his world was Lori. When they were together, his eyes stayed on her, his gaze intent—not imploring for treats or a pat, but affirming yes, you’re here. He never stopped working, whether that was performing in Dog Man’s class or disciplining an unruly kennel dog or warning anyone who approached the car with a terrifying growl. At night, he got in bed with Lori but didn’t stay, preferring his own pillow where he remained alert for trouble, and was the first one out the doggy door if there was a noise in the yard.

Clancy got Lori kicked out of a pet supply store—“That’s a fighting pit bull!” an outraged manager told her. “You can’t be here!” He helped rid her life of troublemakers like the young punk who’d refused to stop tagging the downtown kennel walls and got the dogs riled up with the rattle and whoosh of his spray can.

“I asked you to respect my walls but you won’t, and I’m done,” she announced, dropping Clancy’s leash. “Daddy, GET HIM!”

The man ran, screaming, and jumped into a dumpster. Lori hid her smile of pleasure.

“I’ll call him off if you promise you’ll never come back,” she said, and it was the last she saw of him.

Clancy’s best work was in the neighborhood he’d once roamed as an outcast. In 2009, after the big St. Louis dogfighting bust, the HSUS opened a national tip line and offered a reward to anyone with information about illegal animal fighting.19 Then LA County District Attorney Steve Cooley was one of the first to join the effort, and Clancy was an ambassador. Lori created and printed a poster of Clancy’s face—his cruelly cut ears, his scars, the sadness in his eyes—that she hung everywhere. When Cooley announced the program at a press conference, Clancy was there.

“He let everyone pet him,” recalled Cathy Simpson, who stood with him for Lori, who couldn’t make it that day. “He was the movie star.”

At the parks where DDR ran monthly clinics, men and women who thought he looked tough and cool angled to take his picture. Those who’d been afraid of pit bulls saw how gently he received pats and ventured to touch him. Children loved him for how calmly he sat on the blanket Lori spread out for him and crouched beside him to cuddle.

“What happened to his ears?” one little girl asked.

“Someone cut them,” Lori said.

“That is so mean! Did you do that?”

“No, I would never do that. My friend Cathy found him on the street. He was very hungry and skinny. So hungry he almost died.”

“Oh, Clancy! I’m glad you didn’t die!” And she threw her arms around him.

Lori lost count of how many times she heard that Clancy’s why I took a chance on adopting a pit . . . Clancy’s why I decided I could handle a big dog . . . If I hadn’t met Clancy, I wouldn’t’ve taken in an older dog.

With Clancy at her side, or in the front seat of her car, Lori would never again feel afraid in South LA, his stern presence telegraphing a clear Don’t fuck with us. They were such an unlikely pair and so clearly bonded that people who otherwise never would have spoken to this neighborhood outsider couldn’t resist stopping her.

“Do you mind if I ask you—where did you get that dog?”

And a scarred, uber-macho pit bull who was also neutered and trained? She worked for a furniture company and understood what it took to sell merchandise. The dog was a spay/neuter marketer’s dream.

“Please don’t breed your dogs,” her conversation with local men walking their pits always began.

“But people love pit bulls.”

“Yeah, and people love parkas, too, when it’s winter. Have you ever been to the Gap in July when it’s a hundred degrees, and they’ve got the parkas everybody was fighting over at Christmas marked down 75 percent and nobody’s buying them anyway? That’s your pit bull. There’s just too much inventory.”

Sometimes that line worked, but Clancy was more effective.

“Please don’t breed your dog.”

“I’d never neuter my dog because he’s too beautiful.”

“Look at mine and you can tell me which one of us has the better-looking dog.” That usually brought a sheepish grin. “Tell you what, if I can put my dog in a ‘down stay’ and walk all the way to the other side of the park and then call him to me without getting distracted by a squirrel or another dog—”

A doubtful laugh. “There’s no way.”

“I think I can do it.” She turned to Clancy, announcing extra dramatically, “Papa, stay!” He froze. She took her time walking across the grassy expanse, then turned and opened her arms. “Papa, come!”

He raced to her side, sat, and froze again awaiting a new order. Those watching shook their heads. “Daaaammnnn.”

“Papa, platz!” she ordered. Clancy dropped. “Fuss!” He followed her as she began to walk, and she called triumphantly, “He will bite your ass and kill a man! And he’s neutered.”

Lori later credited Clancy with the sterilization of seven hundred inner-city dogs in one year alone. In a photo taken for a local magazine Lori kneels, offering an enigmatic half smile, her hand on Clancy, who stares right at the camera, relaxed but alert, tongue lolling. He could bite your ass and kill a man, but with Lori, he never did. What was the name for their love? It was something neither had found in another human. Clancy was a victim, survivor, and hero, a leader who was both brave and very afraid. He’d shed his old life to be reborn into a new and very different kind of power. Like her.




PART III

Heroes and Villains: Contradictions in the Rescue Movement




[image: image]Chapter 8

Rescue Conflicts, Cons, and the Lure of Redemption Porn

2008

Los Angeles

LORI CONSCIOUSLY KEPT HER WORK AND FOCUS LOCAL—“Have we ‘fixed’ South LA?” she responded when I once asked if she’d thought about expanding DDR. Ten years in, though, the wider no kill and rescue movements had created a large and complicated ecosystem. Well-heeled major organizations served as a kind of Humane Industrial Complex, running their own campaigns but also doling out grants and funding to local efforts. Independent theorists like Nathan Winograd organized conventions and used blog and Facebook posts to attack shelter management and other humane world organizations, while assuring followers that their own prescriptions would bring the nation to the no kill promised land. The ever-fluctuating numbers of boots-on-the-ground groups continuously pulled, networked, fostered, and rehomed animals.

The work’s intent remained honorable, and progress was being made saving animal lives. But the passion that fueled it, combined with the genuine difficulty of creating change in so many wildly different places, led to multiple, overlapping contradictions within the movement. Sexism, a historic problem, remained an issue. The animal protection movement has always been overwhelmingly female. (A 2011 academic paper on the subject was titled “Where the Boys Aren’t.”1) Surveys have routinely found women more likely than men to support animal rights.2 But while women have served as animal protection’s front-line soldiers, they’ve rarely received credit: Who knows the name of Caroline Earle White, who founded this country’s first animal shelter in 1869 and went on to spend a half century working against animal cruelty? In fact, when partly through her efforts a Pennsylvania branch of the SPCA was created, she was excluded from leadership. White formed a “women’s branch,” wrote Ernest Freeberg in his biography of ASPCA founder Henry Bergh, and she and her colleagues were mocked for campaigning against medical experimentation on live stray dogs. “The time had come, as one medical journal put it, for the humane movement’s noble work to be ‘stripped of the sentimental trimmings which the feminine fancy has cast around it.’”3

That tradition endured. Women were welcomed as grunt-level and unpaid volunteers in the humane world, but large organizations’ leadership stayed mostly male. These men were well paid in contrast to their female underlings and sometimes plenty condescending. Wayne Pacelle, CEO of the HSUS, once asserted his organization’s activist bona fides by telling a reporter that “we aren’t a bunch of little old ladies in tennis shoes.”4 (By 2018, Pacelle would face his own gender crisis. Accused of sexual harassment and facing angry donors, he resigned his $330,000-a-year position.5 He was replaced by a woman, Kitty Block.)

The smaller, female-heavy rescue groups had their own, different issues. While many members and volunteers worked together and supported each other, mean girl–style cliques, competition, and backbiting were rampant. Arguments festered over adoption standards and prices, “negativity,” and judging the work of other rescues. “It was ‘my way is better and your way sucks and you can’t use my kennel any more,’” one veteran told me. “So you go off and start your own group.” For people with ostensibly the same end goal, the rescue world could be more riven with purity purges and infighting than any political sect.

The meaning and practice of no kill continued to be an issue. The “keep them all alive” goals of the 1990s had been widely replaced by a less extreme metric: a shelter had reached no kill when at least 90 percent of the “healthy, adoptable” animals it took in got out alive. That made shelters’ “live release rate” numbers all important—which in turn made it tempting to massage them. A city or region could average how well it did, a practice that masked big geographic variations. Within the United States, for instance, the South put down far more animals than the North. In California, more pets died inland than on the coast; in the Los Angeles metro area, more died in shelters run by the county than the city.6 In cities whose shelters had differing degrees of success, animals could simply be transferred to even things out. One man who spent twelve years volunteering and working in shelters in urban Georgia told me that he’d “seen shelters move animals from one shelter to another just to be able to brag about their live release rate.”

The spreading practice of trapping and sterilizing feral cats then returning them to the wild (called trap, neuter, release, or TNR) also helped, because it meant that fewer cats died in shelters. The practice was controversial. Feral cats lived hard lives and, by some estimates, killed billions of birds. A later iteration, “return to field” caused even more controversy. In this case, healthy strays that had been impounded at shelters but deemed unsocialized were sterilized, then dropped off in the neighborhoods where they’d been found. Some critics claimed that friendly, potentially adoptable cats were being “abandoned” on the street in the quest to reduce euthanasia numbers.7

Another strategy was to deliberately limit shelter intake. A San Antonio woman long involved in that city’s rescue community described a “diversion” program that allowed anyone who found a stray to keep it at home, though the animal would be officially classified as shelter intake. “That way, if it’s given away, to whoever, or even escapes, it can be counted as a successful live release,” she told me. San Antonio also required residents to make appointments before surrendering animals (later, LA would as well), and its website warned that if the shelter was full “you may be asked to seek alternate arrangements.” In practice, the woman said, that meant “people who are turned away just abandon the animals when they leave.”

Shelters also could play with the meaning of “healthy, adoptable.” Gothamist.com would report that New York City’s Animal Care and Control department excluded from its euthanasia statistics owner-surrendered dogs and cats with “problems” like mouthing on their leashes, jumping, and cowering in fear.8 More dangerously, shelters might adopt out sick or even dangerous pets to avoid having to put them down, in the process potentially saddling families with injuries, medical and vet bills, and lawsuits.9 Anyone who mentioned that these problems existed might be accused of promoting killing.

The kind of interstate transport that began with Hurricane Katrina was often mentioned as a successful strategy since it took animals from overburdened areas to places where their adoption seemed more likely. But it also faced inherent disparities. “It’s the cute and behaviorally sound animals we move out of these communities,” Kate Hurley, the UC Davis Koret Shelter Medicine Program director, told me. “We sift out the good ones, leaving the most difficult in our areas of highest intake and with the people who have the fewest resources to manage them. For the shelter system, that’s no-win. And it’s not just.”

Transport also remained an industry without regulation. Many animals made it to their new lives just fine, but others escaped at rest stops or died in the back of vans traveling down the highway when someone forgot to turn on the AC. Pre-transit medical requirements from rescues, shelters, and other organizations varied or didn’t exist.10 That meant that less carefully vetted animals sometimes carried diseases like heartworm, distemper, a new strain of rabies, or leishmaniasis, which is caused by a protozoan parasite and transmissible to humans.11

Los Angeles spent decades essentially eradicating rabies from its pet population, but in 2004, it resurfaced via a ten-week-old puppy brought in from Thailand. It was sick when the plane landed and was seen by at least three local veterinarians before it was diagnosed as rabid and euthanized. Before it died, as many as twelve people had direct contact with its infectious saliva.12 An attempted mass transfer of highly adoptable puppies from Texas’s impoverished Rio Grande Valley went bad when a group that had been kenneled together came down with distemper, endemic in the area. Some sickened after arriving at their new destination, requiring a wider quarantine.13 In the summer of 2023, a (since deleted) Facebook post reported that multiple “doodle” puppies that a rescue group had acquired from a puppy mill and brought to LA were infected with a treatment-resistant strain of ringworm. The infectious fungus was passed on to adopters’ pets, families, friends and neighbors. Canine influenza, a virus that compromises dogs’ respiratory tracts and often leads to secondary infections, was first seen in Florida and New York in the early 2000s. Since then, reported the Cornell College of Veterinary Medicine, it has continued to move through the canine population, and “animals being relocated from . . . rescue shelters seem to be a main source” of its appearance in new locations.14

Then there were the crooks and con artists. Rescue was still no way to get rich, but money flowed around its edges, tempting the greedy. Some were merely unethical, capitalizing on the movement’s inconsistencies. “Puppy flippers,” for instance. Believers in “adopt, don’t shop” could find themselves in a bind when they set their hearts on a puppy and found that shelters held few. Into the breach came groups that bought litters from puppy mills (presto!—they were now “puppy mill rescues”), impoverished rural areas, and Mexican border towns, spiffed them up, and charged four times the normal adoption fee. Or didn’t bother spiffing at all. A young couple I know paid $850 for an adorable Tijuana-born pup only to watch it die painfully two weeks later of parvovirus—the group that “saved” it had never gotten it vaccinated.

Outright grifters begged for money to save dogs they didn’t actually possess, animals that had died or whose sad stories they recycled and used again and again. Tenderhearted animal lovers who simply couldn’t believe that anyone would lie about such things got caught up in the emotion of the moment—“Please help this poor dog out help him out right away don’t let anything happen to him they going to mostly like kill him please [image: image]” was a typical Facebook post—and sent cash without doing the most basic research on where it was going. (Legitimate rescues are registered as nonprofits, something that can be verified in seconds on websites like Charity Navigator and ProPublica’s Nonprofit Explorer, where available tax returns also show how the money gets spent. A quick Google search usually reveals people and groups with scammy histories. A group claiming to have saved unrealistic numbers of animals or blaming negative reviews on persecution by “haters” is waving a big red flag.) Some “rescuers” pulled animals with pledge money attached to them, pocketed the cash, then simply walked away.

“I work with a boarding facility,” said Jer Edelman, a longtime California rescuer (who sometimes calls herself “a re-rescuer”). “You wouldn’t believe how many dogs we’ve taken in after rescues collected money on them and then just abandoned them. For years. Thank God people at the boarding place reach out to say we have to find a place for them.”

That cute, needy animals were a guaranteed draw also enabled “rescuers” with questionable credentials to attract a sizable number of followers—and coverage from a similarly credulous media. Given the humane world’s all-female demographic, maybe it didn’t hurt when they were also attractive men. Jonny Preston, born Jon Cossu, was a youngish buff model who’d appeared in Abercrombie & Fitch ads and soft-core homoerotic cheesecake.15 In the 2010s, he reinvented himself as a sensitive and heroic “dog savior.” For multiple years, on multiple social media accounts, and in multiple cities, Preston solicited donations via Facebook and YouTube for a series of animals he claimed to save. His eyes were tender and expression earnest but it wasn’t long before a number of mainstream rescues challenged his stories. Preston, they said, had sought donations for animals that were actually held by other groups. He claimed his group was a registered nonprofit when it wasn’t. Worst of all, they said he’d failed to care properly for some animals he’d pulled.

The criticism brought an over-the-top barrage of online vitriol, including death threats. In one of many similar YouTube videos, Preston appears shirtless, swinging clenched fists and vowing “if you comment about me and you bully me and you talk shit about me from here on out, I’m gonna write your name down and I’m gonna come to your fucking house and I’m gonna fucking crush you into annihilation.”16 In 2018 and 2019, the California attorney general ordered him to cease and desist operations in the state for multiple violations, including failure to register as a charity and making false statements and representations about that.17 Years later, though, he was still attracting followers and still snowing gullible journalists: in 2022, Newsweek ran a short feature about a TikTok video that showed Preston “saving” a dog from the meat trade in Ghana.18

Marc Ching, the handsome thirtysomething owner of two Los Angeles pet supply stores, made himself into a media hero when he launched a foundation whose purpose was rescuing dogs and cats from meat markets in Asia. “Compact and muscular,” as one starry-eyed local reporter described him, Ching scored a feature in the respectable alt-journal the LA Weekly, whose cover photo showed him, dog in arms, regarding the camera with a sad, stern expression. His stories of going undercover in the guise of a dog-meat buyer were compelling and included videos so horrifying they were unwatchable; one included footage of a dog being burned alive. Ching saved as many of these poor creatures as he could, his story went, all the while risking his own life—he’d been beaten, robbed, shot at, “hospitalized and ‘almost died, like, four times.’”19 As his fame rose, he attracted support from A-list stars and in 2016 gave a briefing to the US House of Representatives. Contributions to his foundation went up, too—$109,000 in 2015 became nearly $4 million a few years later.20

Then came the allegations. A Los Angeles Times investigative series revealed that Ching was an ex-con who’d served nine years for kidnapping and causing great bodily injury in connection with a drug deal. His foundation’s former director had filed a complaint about its fundraising and spending with the California attorney general.21 Butchers in Indonesia said that “Ching [had] paid them to hang [a] black dog and burn it to death—a method of killing more cruel than any they say they normally employ—so he could stage the scene for the camera.”22

Ching denied it all. By 2021, though, he pleaded no contest to charges of practicing veterinary medicine without a license and settled a Federal Trade Commission complaint in connection with supplements he’d sold at his stores. (He’d claimed these products could treat COVID-19 and cancer.)23 As of 2023 his foundation still existed.

Steffen Baldwin took a harder fall. Baldwin, a tattooed and pleasantly scruffy former humane agent in his thirties successfully sold himself in both Ohio and California as a trainer-rehabilitator of dogs with behavioral and bite histories. With his help, he said, these difficult, otherwise doomed animals could find homes.24

In 2017, after an Ohio couple who’d given him $1,000 to train and rehome their pit bull discovered that the dog had simply been euthanized, authorities began to investigate. Baldwin fled to Southern California, where nonprofit groups paid handsomely to send problem animals to his “Save Them Dogs Training Ranch” in rural Acton. Once again, some of the animals were simply put down. In 2020, Baldwin was arrested and sent back to Ohio where he faced forty-two criminal charges involving the deaths of eighteen dogs, including bribery, cruelty to companion animals, and impersonating a peace officer.25 In August of 2023, a scheduled trial date was continued to 2024.26 The impetus for all of it, reported a detective on the case, was that Baldwin hoped to land a TV show. He almost succeeded. Allegedly at least four production companies had signed him with the goal of pitching Animal Planet.27

Perhaps the most pervasive humane world contradiction has been the way it simultaneously seeks to end animal misery while using graphic representations of it for its own benefit. Every rescued animal “comes with its own apocrypha,” journalist Tom Junod wrote in an essay about his pit bull. “Nobody knows his past, so a past is ascribed to him.”28 In the rescue narrative, that past is invariably portrayed as horrible.

“Something buried in the psyche of certain dog-owners,” pointed out writer Jon Katz, “needs to alter animals’ fates and leads them to see those they’ve rescued as suffering grievously.”29

“My adopted dog was abused growing up,” Kitty Block, the post-Pacelle president and CEO of the HSUS told a reporter in a typical example. “She doesn’t forget—you still can’t pat her over her head; it scares her. You have to go low, which is the case with a lot of dogs that have been, sadly, abused.”30 In fact, many dogs dislike someone reaching at them from above.31

Suffering permeates the stories we tell about rescued animals, whether in The Lost Dogs or books like Rescue Road: One Man, Thirty Thousand Dogs, and a Million Miles on the Last Hope Highway, a saga of transported canines that are described as having been trapped in “lives of neglect, abuse, disease, kill shelters, starvation and unspeakable cruelties.”32 The rescued animals of the Netflix series Life in the Doghouse and its companion book Forever Home: How We Turned Our House into a Haven for Abandoned, Abused, and Misunderstood Dogs33 once “lived in small cages for their entire lives and never stepped foot [sic] on grass.”34 A People magazine story about a “sweet, suffering dog” abandoned outside a shelter reported that the animal “couldn’t stand, was freezing cold, skin and bones, had dirt pouring out of his mouth and was so pitiful it broke our hearts.”35 BuzzFeed offered “Emotional Rescue Dog Stories [that] Will Leave You Sobbing.”36 In 2021, when Miley Cyrus rescued a pit bull she named Angel, she told People that “it breaks my heart to know that Angel was sleeping on concrete in a shelter for 3 months.”37

Would-be adopters, one rescuer told me, “always want to hear about the sadness,” and many groups provide it, even when that means changing the facts: In The Lives and Deaths of Shelter Animals, Katja M. Guenther, who volunteered at an LA-area shelter, recounts how the story of a pit bull surrendered by a weeping man who’d lost his home and couldn’t find new pet-friendly housing was recast by a rescue group to that of a dog “discarded . . . like yesterday’s newspaper.”38

Suffering’s always sold. For years, images of misery were the fundraising weapons of choice for human charities—the skeletal African toddlers crouched beside a wooden bowl scooping out “their last meal,” the Guatemalan girls whose lives we could change “for about seventy cents a day.”39 Those “flies-in-the-eyes” ads mostly vanished in the 1980s, condemned as “poverty porn” that portrayed the needy only as contextless objects of pity. But from a monetary standpoint they were quite effective—“their last meal” raised $23 million for a relief group working in Ethiopia.40 It made sense for animal welfare organizations to adopt the technique. In Just a Dog: Understanding Animal Cruelty and Ourselves, sociologist Arnold Arluke describes how welfare organizations weigh and choose which sad story to use in marketing. It must be “the right kind of case . . . the right mix of ingredients,” images that the public will find disturbing, but not so horrifying that they turn away, and that offer a morality tale “that draws the boundaries between good and evil.”41

A famous 2007 ASPCA plea for donations featured singer Sarah McLachlan’s tear-jerker “Angel” as the soundtrack to a parade of one-eyed cats and crippled dogs interspersed with the flashing words innocent, beaten, neglected, and abused. The ad brought in around $30 million in donations.42 A few years later, a follow-up, “Somewhere in America,” showed a series of dogs and cats peering hopelessly from behind bars. “Right now, somewhere in America, there’s an animal being beaten,” a female voice says. “And another being locked in a cage alone and left to die.”43

Dogs and cats make ideal objects of pity, for they are always appealing, won’t contradict the stories we tell about them, and unlike African toddlers and Guatemalan school girls will never grow up to protest being exploited or objectified. In fact, rescued animals are “eternally grateful,” a veterinarian told Los Angeles Times writer Barbara King in 2003. “They know what you’ve done for them.”44 Animals also are wonderfully blameless. The quest to reduce suffering is a “humanitarian impulse rooted in morality,” pointed out Jorgen Lissner, project director of Denmark’s leading aid agency, in “Merchants of Misery,” his 1981 critique of poverty porn. “We want to help those who deserve to be helped.” To be considered deserving, he added, innocence is a quality of primary importance.45 Animals, like children, are innocent: morally unimpeachable, pure victims who can never be held responsible for their situations.

By the early 2000s, the American appetite for animal suffering moved beyond books and ads into a new mostly video genre that’s been called “extreme rescue” but is better described as redemption porn.46 It shows an animal trapped in abject misery, then sets it free. No one has mastered the genre like Eldad Hagar, founder and head of a Southern California rescue called Hope for Paws.

To click on the organization’s YouTube channel is to fall down a rabbit hole of unsettling and weirdly mesmerizing footage. “Homeless Dog on a Trash Pile” is one of its most popular. In it, a dog sits in a gully atop a huge pile of junk—broken chairs, old tires, billowing plastic bags. She’s got the tall ears and triangular head of a Jindo and would be pure white if she wasn’t so filthy. Her coat’s thin and patchy from a bad case of mange, her paws pink and swollen, head covered in crusty sores. Her eyes are pits of sadness. The camera zooms in as background music swells—Miley Cyrus crooning that “Everybody needs inspiration . . . everybody needs a song . . .”

A human approaches, and the dog’s clearly frightened but too weak to run. A hand reaches out and offers her food, which she gobbles. A leash drops over her head, and after a slight struggle, she’s led to a car. She settles in, exhausted, resting her muzzle on the center console. Footage then shows her being bathed, groomed, sleeping, regarding the camera without engaging. “She was very shut down,” a voice says. But when she meets a small, nervous male dog, she perks up, licking and nuzzling him. As the two cuddle, her trauma visibly recedes. “Miley,” once victimized and abandoned, has been reborn and is ready for adoption.

Twenty-six million people have watched this video since Eldad filmed and posted it in 2014. Some 1.5 billion have watched his five hundred others, including “Three Rottweilers Abandoned Without Food and Left to Die,” “An Abandoned Dog Living by the Freeway,” and “A Sick Three-legged Dog Sleeps in the Rain in a Shoebox.” On Hope for Paws’ YouTube page, viewers share how deeply they’ve been touched.

“I was literally crying like a 2 year-old child.”

“That look on her face in the car that said ‘I’ve been saved’ . . .”

“I cried from sadness seeing the condition she was found in, and then from happiness.”

I watched a number of the videos. They were short, amateurish, and repetitive—every story was essentially the same—and yet it was hard to turn away. Why would someone film these stories? I wondered. Why did so many people watch? What did they mean in rescue’s larger context?

When I wrote Eldad to say I wanted to talk, he agreed almost immediately. We met at an El Torito restaurant at happy hour. Outside, the sun set on LA’s Marina del Rey; at the restaurant’s rear, lines formed for the do-it-yourself taco bar.

I expected to meet a huckster. Many of the rescuers I knew regarded Eldad with suspicion and/or contempt. Unlike most groups, Hope for Paws doesn’t pull animals from shelters nor does it rehome any of its starving/blind/trash pile dogs. Traditional rescue groups that “partner” with it do that work. And by the rescue world’s standards, Eldad’s videos bring in a lot of money. Each includes a request for a small donation, and with 1.5 billion viewers, that adds up. In 2020, Hope for Paws reported over $6.4 million in contributions. (By contrast DDR took in around half a million.)47

“Real rescues don’t have time to go out and videotape everything they do, let alone edit it and add music and then post it all over the world,” the head of one small organization told me. Another critic called Eldad a “glorified dogcatcher.”48

What I found instead was a forty-seven-year-old in a button-down shirt, with thinning, close-cropped hair and a toothy smile. He ordered a burrito and worried aloud about how hot the salsa would be. The overall effect was both appealing and kind of dorky.

He wasn’t given to analyzing his work or motivations. The Hope for Paws video series began by accident, he said. Eldad grew up in Israel, a kid who loved animals and cared for the injured ones he found, looking to a veterinarian neighbor for guidance.49 He served in the army, visited the United States in 1998, and stayed. He got married, worked as a “computer guy,” and volunteered with a local rescue that pulled from shelters. He found himself gravitating to special-needs dogs, those that needed medical help or had been mistreated. Their care was expensive, and he worried that he was becoming a burden to the group, so he began his own organization with his then wife (he’s since divorced and remarried). Like Lori, he worked in and around South LA; unlike her, his focus was on getting animals out of the area. The rescue stories he told friends were so dramatic that “one said ‘why don’t you take a camera?’”

The first videos he posted went nowhere. Then in 2012, he recorded the saga of a little white dog found on a rag pile in a graffiti-covered lot. “Fiona” was shaggy, filthy, totally blind, and so frightened that when he approached, she peed on herself. But the video documented how in Eldad’s care she was bathed, her matted hair trimmed—“she had the worst flea infestation we had ever seen”—and to Avril Lavigne singing “I’m with you,” got surgery that restored vision in one eye. She reemerged, an adorable, energetic, and joyous ball of fluff. That one went viral, and when it reached a million hits, it brought Hope for Paws a $5,000 donation from PetSmart and Eldad and his then wife an appearance on Anderson Cooper’s Anderson Live.50

It was only up from there. Eldad was profiled in The Bark, Modern Dog, and a variety of smaller publications and received a growing number of calls to save animals in jeopardy that fans had spotted. He worked mostly in Southern California but made forays out of town when the situation demanded—Hope for Paws cases, he said, are “true emergencies.” He worked seven days a week, but released only about one video a month. “I don’t want to oversaturate.”

Of course growing fame also meant growing donations. The $84,000 in donations that Hope for Paws collected pre-Fiona jumped to over $2 million the year after, and $3.9 million in 2016. Today, as CEO, Eldad earns a $160,000 annual salary51—less than the heads of some large animal welfare organizations but far more than those running small groups, who earn little or, like Lori, nothing at all.

But making money didn’t seem to be what drove him. During a two-hour dinner, Eldad talked almost compulsively about the animals he’d saved. Some of the encounters had occurred years ago, but he said he remembered them “as if it happened yesterday.” (A day later, he sent me a follow-up email with links to the videos of sixteen animals he’d mentioned.)

There was Edie, an Australian shepherd certain to die at the shelter because she wouldn’t let anyone touch her. “She was screaming for her life, defecating from fear. I pulled her to my lap and gave her a hug and at that moment she stopped.”

Tater Tot was a cat that had been hit by a pellet to the spine; Watson was a three-legged terrier with juvenile cataracts whose surgery he videoed; Jordan had had his leg cut off and was thrown into the LA River. Loki, a wolf-dog whom he saved nine years ago, had died recently. “I don’t even know enough words in English to explain what that did to me,” he said. “But it affected my heart—see this?” He pointed to his chest. “I have a monitor. Because when I heard that he died, something went wrong; I could feel it. All of a sudden my heart doesn’t beat normally. I am so emotionally attached to these animals.”

That attachment is surely rooted in the pleasure of becoming a savior—the “something” that writer Jon Katz noted in some American psyches that required a rescued animal to have suffered. “Rescue fantasies are familiar to therapists, who see them particularly in people who were themselves mistreated or ached for escape from loneliness and alienation,” he wrote. “It makes the owner a hero . . . it makes the owner necessary.”52

Watching redemption porn allows a viewer to share in that heroism. The old flies-in-the-eyes-style ads may have spurred us to donate but also excluded us, because we never learned what happened next. Did the kids eating their “last meal” survive? Did the Guatemalan girls use their “seventy cents a day” to stay in school? In Hope for Paws videos, “I take you along with me on the journey,” Eldad explained. “It’s a full story with a beginning, middle, and end. You get to see the transformation.”

In reality, almost none of us who adopt pets from a shelter or rescue group really know their history. Maybe it was terrible, but maybe not. Horrific acts of animal cruelty thankfully remain relatively rare.53 But the more an animal has suffered, the more worthy of rescue it becomes, and the better we can feel about saving it. As we revel in our own goodness, we don’t question why the majority of Hope for Paws rescues take place in hardscrabble areas, while the animals’ new homes are generally middle class or above. Or why the rescue team in the videos is overwhelmingly white. The rescue of that suffering creature allows a human, and by extension, us, to play two equally appealing lead roles: the righteous and humble servant of God who fixes what others have broken, and God himself. And redemption porn allows middle-class white humans to play a savior role that’s become otherwise politically forbidden to them.

“I’ve had a gun held to my head,” Eldad told me. “Just the fact that I’m holding a camera can be dangerous . . . one guy, clearly a drug dealer, started yelling about me being the police. Another time, in the projects, three guys spotted the camera, and one was trying to get the other two to jump me. I had my catchpole, which I almost never use, but it’s a weapon. I look so calm, but I was in the Israeli army. If someone comes at me, I’ll kill them.” He added that when he gets a call about an animal in real need, saying no just because the situation is dangerous “is not an option.” There is “no one else” to do what he does—no one else who’d risk arrest going down into the LA River to fetch a dog, no one else to retrieve the eight puppies hiding under a house in the desert or bring up a kitten that has fallen forty-three feet down a pipe.

“Local rescues and the fire department couldn’t get that kitten. It was hopeless; it was going to die. And I bring it back from the dead. If you watch that video without being in a puddle of your own tears, something is wrong with you.”

Hope for Paws has plenty of fellow travelers and imitators. A circa-2014 HSUS promotion of its Animal Rescue team features the same plaintive soundtrack, the same sad-eyed pets, including a chained pit bull. “She’s been through a lot of pain,” a man’s voice says. “Not anymore.”54 The Dodo, with 12.8 million YouTube subscribers, offers its own pitiful stories—“How a Scared, Shaking Dog Slowly Falls in Love with His Foster Mom,” “Kitten Cries So Someone Will Rescue Him.”55 Similar videos have been made in India, South Africa, Romania, and (prewar) Ukraine: “Heartbroken Dog Waits by Gate Hoping Someone Will Rescue Her.”56 Redemption porn is so ubiquitous and popular that a hideous subgenre, possibly originating in Southeast Asia, features puppies and kittens that have been deliberately set up to be attacked by a snake so a human can then “save” them. In 2019, a Gizmodo writer reported that when he did a YouTube search of “save puppy from python,” he found twenty “amateurishly staged” videos showing “a group of puppies waiting in a pit as the snake comes slithering up to attack. Then as the snake wraps around one of the animals, moments from killing it, someone ‘discovers’ the situation and pries the snake from the cats or dogs.” “Real Anaconda Stalks Cat Home—Brave Cat’s Mother Protect and Save Her Baby Cat Life From Anaconda,” posted in 2018, got more than 113 million views before YouTube yanked it.57

Eldad believes that his videos help both humans and pets. “So many people watch them, and they can be in a terrible place in their own lives, and it gives them hope.” They also introduce the public to his partner rescue organizations, which increases their reach. “Let’s say I rescue Norman on the freeway. He’s a cute white terrier and we get fifty adoption applications for him. Ten are amazing, but only one can be selected. This is like gold! Now the rescues all have banks of adoption applications and publicity, so it helps other animals as well.” One journalist who profiled him wrote that Hope for Paws was “the sort of grassroots effort that shows that anyone duly inspired can make a monumental difference.58

Except it really doesn’t. The heart-pounding drama of twelve animals being rescued from jeopardy per year means almost nothing against the reality of places like the South LA shelter, which in 2019 took in 11,628 cats and dogs and is merely a single shelter, in a single city and state.59

In the end, redemption porn fails for the same reasons poverty porn did. The latter, wrote critic Diana George in 2001, “shows grotesque crises, often through individual stories, that audiences can easily mend through a simple solution or donation. Poverty porn makes a complex human experience understandable, consumable, and easily treatable.”60 Animal redemption porn offers the similarly voyeuristic pleasure of witnessing misery, the catharsis of seeing it relieved, and the belief that this matters in some larger way. What it doesn’t do is provide context, understanding, or a call to action. “All he sees is need and he sees no need to reason out the need for the need,” wrote novelist and critic Teju Cole in his essay “The White-Savior Industrial Complex.”61

Neither the “hope” that Eldad speaks of nor our own witnessing Miley’s or Fiona’s transformation prompts us to do something, addresses the root of a problem, or even questions its origins. How does a dog end up on a trash pile? Did some humans believe that throwing an animal away was acceptable, or did tragedy befall them and their dog was lost? Why are dogs on trash piles only in poor parts of town? Why are the trash piles only in such neighborhoods? Why are images of poverty used to raise money for organizations that have millions in the bank? What can we do to prevent another Miley or Fiona ending up on the street? Answering those less glamorous but necessary questions is harder, more ambiguous, without a clear narrative, and with failure always possible.

“We know that many people who go to prison for a long time have poor reading skills or mental illness or a history as foster children,” Lori told me. “If we’d addressed those issues, we might have kept those children from growing up to be incarcerated. But we can’t get people to invest on the front end—it’s not dramatic or exciting. It’s the same with dogs.” We send money because Miley suffered but not to fund a community clinic where kids might learn to care for their own Mileys. No one’s making a video with Sarah McLachlan singing while a voice intones, “This pup just got a vaccine and will never get parvo!” And if they did, no one would watch it.

That’s something Eldad himself seems to understand. The part of his story that the public doesn’t see, he says, is that the rescues he films are only a portion of those he funds. His partner organizations pull “thousands” of shelter dogs that need medical care, with his assurances that he’ll cover the treatment. “I tell them if you see a dog with a broken leg, take it. If there’s an animal that needs surgery, I’ll pay. These are animals that will absolutely die at the shelter because most organizations can’t handle it financially.” (Hope for Paws’ 2019 tax return says it gave eighteen organizations grants ranging from $5,000 to $75,000 and spent $1.5 million in vet bills and another $2.7 million in “animal care expenses.”62)

These animals, which are the daily reality of less wealthy and celebrated groups, will never meet Anderson Cooper or move viewers to tears. They remain out of camera range, waiting to be noticed and for a break, perhaps some ordinary human to take them home. Their struggle isn’t video fodder, says Eldad, for a simple reason: “It’s not a sexy story. It’s not special.”
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When a Rescuer Is a Hoarder

Late 2009

South Los Angeles

IN NOVEMBER OF 2009, AN ANIMAL-LOVING LAPD OFFICER who was in South LA to deliver a summons decided to take her partner on a fan call to Cesar Millan, who had a kennel in the area. As the officers discovered when they knocked on the door, Millan had left the two-acre complex on West 61st Street a year before. The new tenant was a nonprofit group, the South Central Stray Rescue, and inside was a glimpse of hell: more than one hundred animals crammed into makeshift kennels amid piles of trash. A terrifying primal stink reached the street.

The officer was horrified enough to file a complaint with the city’s animal services department. But since the facility was identified as belonging to a “rescue,” she also thought she’d offer help. The rescue’s owner, a fifty-year-old attorney named Diane Carey, had probably just taken on more than she could handle. The officer enlisted some colleagues to help her clean up the mess.

It was impossible. Soon an email blast to the wider animal welfare community reached Lori. She was and wasn’t surprised. She actually knew Diane. The woman had stood out in the “Pimp Your Pit” crowd, a white woman then in her forties with a rumpled schoolmarm look. She’d brought six pit bulls and said that there were “more at home.” Lori thought her odd but harmless—not unusual in the rescue world. Later, she heard that the woman had a kennel, so she passed along free dog food when she could. She had even referred JD, her South LA street rescue friend, to Diane when he was out of work. JD now lived on-site in his RV as Diane’s kennel manager. Recently, he’d been calling from the facility, in the background, a cacophony of howls and barks.

“Can you get me more food, Lori? I got only twenty pounds here to feed eighty dogs!”

She’d rolled her eyes. Eighteen dogs was more likely.

Or not. All rescuers woke up daily to a flood of crisis emails and Facebook posts. There were dogs about to be put down in Texas! A pit bull was in desperate straits in Mississippi! PLEASE! they begged, SAVE THIS BABY! The worst threatened: If this dog dies, it’s on you. Faced with the onslaught and shelter visits filled with imploring eyes, some rescuers started saying yes to everyone. Soon they had a dozen dogs, two dozen, more, and couldn’t cope. Lori reached out to her own network.

“There’s a rescuer in South LA who needs help,” she wrote. “I think she has good intentions, but she’s overwhelmed.”

Hannah Lieberman answered the call. She was thirty-seven, a teacher who’d left her job to care for a beloved, paralyzed dog, and who had become the executive director of the Sam Simon Foundation’s mobile veterinary clinic. (This mobile unit offered subsidized medical surgeries as well as spay/neuter.) She’d met Lori a few years before at a DDR clinic. It had been a bad time in her life, and she was drawn to this unassuming woman who quietly paid some people to fix their pit bulls. She had brought the foundation’s mobile van to later DDR clinics in Compton. Now, the paralyzed dog whose care had been at the center of her life for five years had died. She was looking for a way to channel her grief.

The chaos and filth she found on 61st Street sent her reeling. It was a rainy winter and the kennel’s uncovered outdoor area was flooded, rainwater mingling with mud, urine, and runny feces. Everywhere Hannah looked she saw dogs jammed together in cages and pens or tied to trees and posts. There were dogs in broken-down RVs whose floors were piled with plywood, trash, and broken glass. Two enormous runs held dozens of beagles. Two shih tzus sat in tiny crates, their long fur encrusted with waste. A pit bull was crammed into a small wire cage barely big enough to hold him—he was “too dangerous” to ever be let out, said Diane’s business partner, Lou, a Black man with striking blue eyes, who was giving Hannah a tour. “He’s trained to stay still in a small place for long periods of time.” Throughout the facility, water and food bowls were empty. Hannah watched several dogs that roamed free edge down a wooden plank to drink from an above-ground swimming pool that held a few feet of green, stagnant water.

For several months, she came to the facility four days a week, bringing friends to help and food and cleaning supplies she paid for herself. Diane was sometimes around, often not; Lou mostly stayed in a small office watching TV.

Nothing Hannah did helped. The crowding never eased. Sometimes dogs left the facility—mostly pit bulls collected by men driving white vans without license plates—but more always arrived, from the street, from people from the neighborhood who surrendered their own pets, reassured that this was a “no kill” facility. Unfixed animals mated and produced underweight puppies that often died. The crowding led to fights, which left festering wounds and infections; dogs suffered abscesses, worms, fleas; they starved, went mad from the nonstop barking around them. The uncleared trash crawled with maggots and roaches and the ground everywhere was slick with diarrhea. A cache of donated medicine and canned dog food sat untouched.

“We don’t have a can opener,” Diane later explained.

Hannah told Lori what she was seeing and, as she grew more and more enraged, began to secretly photograph and document it all. This was no instance of good intentions gone bad. It was something sick. Something evil.

In 2018, Randall Lockwood, a senior vice president for the ASPCA, wrote an article for a professional journal describing the awful saga of a nineteenth-century Englishwoman named Mary Chantrell. Although a person “of refinement and education,” in 1885, she was arrested when her home was found to contain 150 starving cats, 50 feline corpses, both dead and living dogs, and a fox. Chantrell claimed to be “a rescuer,” running “a sort of asylum for cats.” A conviction for animal cruelty did nothing to change her behavior. Over the next decades, she was charged three more times for similar offenses; by 1898 she had lost everything and was homeless.1

Through the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries, the pattern of Chantrell’s life—a compulsion to possess large numbers of animals, blindness to their anguish, and ultimate ruin—would be repeated across continents, demographics, and socioeconomic classes. The pathology called “animal collecting” would destroy the lives of staggering numbers of animals and confound law enforcement, mental health professionals, social workers, and veterinarians. Yet no one had systematically studied why it happened or, more importantly, how to make it stop.

In 1997, that changed. Gary Patronek, then forty-four, was a veterinary epidemiologist, director of the Center for Animals and Public Policy at Tufts University, and a former head of a local SPCA who’d seen homes like Chantrell’s, crowded with starving, shit-caked animals. He renamed the practice with the harsher term animal hoarding and assembled a group that included a physician, psychologist, social worker, and humane leader to study it.2 For the next nine years, the Hoarding of Animals Research Consortium (HARC) produced the bulk of what’s known about this kind of sickness.3

Some of what HARC’s studies revealed was pretty straightforward. Most (though not all) animal hoarders were women over forty, often intelligent and well educated. They mostly (but not always) focused on cats and dogs, for whom they failed to provide even the most minimal care. They crowded and imprisoned them in cages, didn’t feed them properly or seek care for the sick or wounded. They didn’t clean up after them and somehow were oblivious to the filth in which the animals, and frequently they themselves, lived.4

There were three basic hoarder “types”: Some were sociopaths, manipulative and narcissistic people who acquired animals they had no feelings for because it gave them pleasure. Others were well-intentioned “overwhelmed caregivers,” people who’d been doing a decent job caring for their brood until something like a job loss or illness threw them off balance.5

A third and newer type was the “rescue hoarder,” someone whose benevolent mission had become a destructive compulsion. Rescue hoarders believed they were special and uniquely qualified to care for animals; they had a “missionary zeal” to save all of them, rejecting euthanasia, even for those that were terminally ill.6 Disturbingly, it was a growing category. In 2010, Animal People, an advocacy group that published an online investigative newsletter, reported that for the first time in the nineteen years the group had kept track, more dogs and cats had been taken in from failed shelters and rescues than the number impounded from breeders.7

At the 61st Street kennels, Hannah faltered. Constantly seeing animals in misery while being unable to make it stop gave her nightmares. She’d been sending Lori updates, and in early 2010, one of her letters reached the city’s Board of Animal Services Commissioners, whose job was to provide “direction” to the animal services department. The board did nothing, but Lou somehow found out about the letter and barred Hannah from the property. In mid-January, Lori contacted Diane to offer herself instead.

“Hannah’s gone, and you were right not to trust that bitch,” she told her.

The ruse worked, and any doubts Lori might have had about Hannah’s reports vanished as soon as she was inside the facility. There were the wild, almost feral beagles, the dog chained with a padlock to an RV, the two dogs in a small pen attacking each other, while Lou watched and shrugged.

“Oh, they do that all the time. They like it.”

A black Lab mix was tethered to a tree with a bicycle cable that had gotten wrapped so tightly he was nearly hanging himself. A young retriever was trapped in a run with an aggressive dog that wouldn’t let him near the water. Two Jindos paced in a dark closet-like enclosure. Everywhere, diarrhea covered the ground.

She held her breath against the smell and tried to focus on logistics. How many dogs total were here? Which could she take? How many were adoptable? How many were so far gone they would need to be put down?

In a dark back room that Hannah had called “the dungeon,” she saw two young two pit mixes sharing a run so buried in filth there was no clean place to lie down. One was so thin her ribs showed, and bite wounds marked her legs. The other, a small, fawn-covered young pit, equally emaciated, and with an eye that protruded oddly, looked at Lori so plaintively it was as if she spoke: Please. Get me out of here. Lori began to cry, then made herself stop. Lou might see and realize she was no ally. Clearly animal services wasn’t going to intervene. She had to find a way to do something.

Every weekend, she and a rotating crew of volunteers, with no help from either JD or Lou, spent hours cleaning cages, feeding dogs, and, with money or strategic lies, tried to persuade Diane to release some of the animals. Diane turned down $500 for an old bulldog with chronic skin and eye problems, claiming “I love her,” but allowed Lori to sterilize the constantly reproducing beagles. Eventually Lori also pulled the two starving pit bulls. The first was so injured she needed surgery; the fawn-colored dog lost her eye. The black Lab that had nearly hung himself and the trapped retriever needed multiple baths to rid them of their urine stink. She sprang a grimy Chihuahua with the wildly implausible story that supermodel Heidi Klum had personally called asking to adopt it.

The work, added to her normal load, was grueling. She worried about the dogs when she wasn’t with them and burned with frustration when she was. She hid her feelings well enough that Diane came to trust her, but she still wouldn’t let most of the dogs go. The beagles and a number of others, all of which wore blue collars, weren’t even hers, said Diane, but “belonged to Charlotte.” Neither Lori nor Hannah got anywhere with law enforcement. Animal control officers visited the facility, then reported they didn’t see a problem—in part, because of the volunteers’ continual cleaning. Stop helping so much, Lori was told. Your work is frustrating our efforts. A nine-minute video featuring Hannah’s secret photos went up on YouTube and Hannah later met with an assistant DA. She also created a portfolio of the resident dogs and their treatment. Still nothing. Hannah was incensed. She worked for a major humane organization, had spent years cultivating her reputation, and it seemed no one would listen.

But by February 2011, Diane was running out of money and fell behind on her rent. Animal control was making regular visits, and she seemed to think that if she eased the crowding, they might back off. Grudgingly she gave Lori permission to take more animals. Lori called every rescue she could, and Diane disappeared with some two dozen dogs that remained. A local police officer who regularly rehomed stray dogs she found while on patrol called Lori to report that Diane was moving the animals all over South Los Angeles, stashing them in the yards of foreclosed and empty houses. No matter how carefully they tracked her, she stayed one step ahead.

Three months passed, then on a late May morning, when Lori was cleaning the Modernica kennel, her phone rang. She immediately recognized JD’s voice.

“Listen, if you were to happen to drive to a certain place right now, if you happened to take Western to 60th and make a left, you’d see something that would blow your mind,” he said. “Diane’s there with the dogs in a U-Haul. They been there three days.” His voice broke. “It’s really bad, Lori. Yesterday they were barking, but not today. I think they’re all dead.”

Anger rose, then fear, and she set off. The old U-Haul truck sat on a street not far from Diane’s old kennel. There were no trees or shade, and even this early, it was hot. Lou leaned over the truck’s open hood, tinkering with the motor. He raised his head as she parked.

She got out, took a breath, and made herself smile. “Lou! This is so cool! I was just coming from my dog trainer up the street, and here you are. Can I help?”

“The motor’s not running.”

The truck’s passenger door opened and out came Diane. She was filthy. “This is bad,” she mumbled. “I’m gonna catch a case . . .”

Lori forced herself to stay calm and keep a soothing voice. “You’re over your head, I see that. Let me just see the dogs, Diane. We can save them. My trainer’s down the street, maybe he’ll let us use his tub. We’ll wash them, assess them, move forward. This way isn’t humane. I’ll help you.”

“No!” Diane barked, then turned to Lou: “Let’s get this thing started!”

“Please,” Lori pleaded. “You love dogs, I love dogs. Just show me the worst one, I’ll tell you how bad it is.”

Inside the U-Haul were dozens of dogs, both in cages and running free. Lori gagged as urine and blood spilled out. Then Diane pulled out the old bulldog that Lori had tried to buy. She was skeletal now, covered in filth and fresh bloody bite marks, and so weak she could barely lift her head.

Lori’s heart broke. How much more would that old dog have to suffer? “Let me have her.”

“No, you’ll just turn me in. You’ll call the police.”

Her sadness turned to rage. “This dog has to see a vet! You should be in jail!”

“You bitch, you lied—” Diane began, when suddenly the truck’s engine popped and caught. Lou slammed down the hood. “We’re out of here,” Diane crowed. “We’re going to Compton.” She pushed the bulldog back in the truck, and they took off.

It was now or never. Fuck it, thought Lori. She called Hannah as she moved behind the U-Haul, half crying in panic and frustration.

“Stay with them!” her friend said. “I’m calling 911.”

Down Gage they went, the overloaded truck lumbering onto the 110 Freeway and heading south at only forty miles an hour while cars honked and swerved around them. At the 105 interchange, the truck veered right, and for a second, a car blocked Lori’s way. “I’m going to lose them!” she shouted.

“Hold on!” said Hannah, who held multiple phones. “They’re on the 110 and moving to the 105,” she reported to law enforcement. Back to Lori: “The police are moving in!”

The chase crossed borders, city to county to city, the U-Haul trailed by Lori, with LAPD, County Sheriff, and Highway Patrol cars coming from all directions, sirens wailing. Just after noon, LAPD officers took Diane Carey from the truck, handcuffed her, and placed her under arrest for felony animal cruelty.

Nineteen dogs were found locked in the unventilated U-Haul. Miraculously, all of them were alive.

How does a self-proclaimed “savior” of animals become the prime agent of their misery? I first asked that question of Gary Patronek—now a consultant and still one of the nation’s foremost experts on animal hoarding—in 2015. His answer then was that no one knew. For some time, he said, popular theories saw it as related to obsessive compulsive disorder or as a variant of addiction.8 Thinking then shifted to focus on trauma. Researchers saw “histories of terrible trauma, chaotic childhoods, inconsistent parenting, loss, sometimes abuse,” leading to “difficulties with attachment, delusional behavior, efforts at self-repair,” he said.

When we spoke again in 2022, he said there was speculation about a possible genetic component, since the disorder is more common in people who have hoarding in the family.9 But the reality remained that no one could say for sure. It had been sixteen years since HARC disbanded and nine since hoarding disorder was added to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Yet, astonishingly, “no psychologist or psychiatrist has ever published a case study of [an animal] hoarder based on actual diagnostic assessments.”

That people with something broken inside use animals to attempt self-repair makes a cruel kind of sense. Hoarding’s an ugly mirror image of what even the best pet owners find appealing in their dogs and cats. They’re ours. They won’t disappoint us the way human loved ones can. They’re endlessly devoted, forever dependent. No matter what we do, they will never leave.

But hoarders also hoard now because it’s easier than ever for them to do so. The problem of what to do with shelter animals that for whatever reason never get adopted, and which no kill doctrine insists be kept alive, has never been resolved. Holding on to these creatures, sometimes indefinitely, has filled facilities to bursting, with potentially tragic outcomes. In 2005, for example, a Las Vegas nonprofit aiming at no kill took over the area’s consolidated shelter, which was required to accept all animals from three separate jurisdictions. By early 2007, it was “drowning in animals,” and the overcrowding led to an outbreak of highly contagious distemper and parvovirus. The HSUS moved in to declare a state of emergency, and around one thousand dogs and cats were put down.10 In 2019, TV station KVUE in Austin, Texas, which with great fanfare had proclaimed itself the largest city in the country to reach no kill, reported that the city’s three shelters were at “critical capacity” with nearly eight hundred dogs and cats, some of which had been held over three years. Animals were being housed in pop-up kennels placed in meeting rooms and offices because, said the Austin Animal Center’s communications manager, “we have nowhere for them to go.”11

The threat of crowding can prompt shelters to avoid looking too carefully at who pulls their animals. At the same time, rescue’s transition to digital networking has brought in many well-meaning but naïve amateurs—more experienced rescuers call them keyboard and armchair warriors. They comb online shelter listings, respond to “save this baby” pleas, and without ever meeting the animal in question give or solicit “pledge” money that will send it to a sometimes-distant person or place they’ve also never seen.

With the Vicktory Dogs’ triumph still fresh, it was possible to believe that a good landing spot existed even for problem dogs and cats, especially if its name included the word sanctuary. Best Friends’ sanctuary in Kanab had become a pilgrimage destination and stood as a golden model in the popular imagination. Down a winding road in a canyon of limestone, red rock, and blue sky, cats and dogs lived in airy rooms full of toys, while pigs wallowed and horses ran free. A cemetery of graves topped with jewel-like stones memorialized those that had passed on. Wind chimes tinkled in the trees. Always-smiling tour guides and volunteers peopled this rescue Magic Kingdom, suggesting that one day we truly would, as the group’s slogan promised, “Save Them All.”

In reality, “there is no magical place where these dogs go,” rescuer Jer Edelman said flatly. “Responsibly placing some high-prey-drive dogs like pit bulls or huskies or shepherds in a proper home can take a year. If someone’s out there saying, ‘I can take fifteen pit bulls,’ they are full of shit. Networkers send animals to out-of-state people who say ‘I’ll take every pit bull that comes up’ with no assessment. Eighteen pit bulls went out of [LA’s] Harbor shelter to this place in Iowa, and sixteen of them are still unaccounted for.”

In fact, more than a few animal “sanctuaries” have turned out to be hellholes. More than a few of them and in-home rescues as well have turned out to be run by hoarders.

In 2006, police wearing protective face masks against the overpowering smell raided Noah’s Ark Animal Rescue in Long Beach, California, arrested its head, Alexia Tiraki-Kyrklund, and saved 250 dogs and cats, some with “grossly overgrown, deformed” toenails and “urine and feces soaked into their coats.”12

In 2012, the HSUS rescued 298 dogs from Spindletop Pit Bull Refuge, a seven-acre property outside Houston where rescues from across the country had sent “problem” pit bulls for rehabilitation. The dogs, local reporters revealed, were “covered in feces” with “urine-scalded feet” and had been living in cages “so cramped they couldn’t even turn around.” There was a mass grave at the property’s edge. Thirty-eight dogs had suffocated in an unventilated outbuilding when the electricity went out.13

There was the Caboodle Ranch (Florida, 2012), which held more than seven hundred sick cats.14 The Lucky Puppy Rescue (Los Angeles, 2016)—sixty-eight dogs and three cats. Karen and Friends Animal Rescue in West Virginia—dozens of cats kept in a condemned house without running water, electricity, and food, all so sick they had to be put down. The Bully Breed Miracle Networking and Rescue (Iowa, 2017)—three dead dogs and nineteen severely neglected ones.15 The home of a Florida rescue organization volunteer that in 2018 was found to contain starved cats “in the ceiling . . . in the walls . . . in the ducts . . . in the closets. Every room had cats.”16

By 2016, according to Randall Lockwood, as many as a quarter of the six thousand annual hoarding cases that came to light in the United States involved a quasi-formal rescue effort or organization and large numbers of animals.17 By 2018, he told the National District Attorneys Association that hoarding caused vastly more animal suffering and death than violent acts of deliberate cruelty.18 By some estimates as many as a quarter million animals were affected each year.19

The other terrible truth about hoarders is we lack a good way to stop them. To try to bring charges against a hoarder is to fall into a legal no-man’s-land. In most states there’s no specific law against hoarding, and not every DA will prosecute on grounds of animal cruelty since hoarding involves long-term neglect, not deliberate acts.20 Filing a cruelty charge also can mean that hundreds of (often very sick) animals must be impounded, treated, and held in local shelters as “evidence” for months until trial, further traumatizing the animals and running up vet bills “into the hundreds of thousands of dollars,” says Patronek. Worse, the shelter may have to put down the healthy animals it already holds to make space for the influx. A trial requires a host of experts: law enforcement, forensic veterinarians, animal control agents, emergency response teams, social service and mental health professionals.21 Many hoarders are a prosecutor’s nightmare, “intelligent, articulate, media-savvy, uncooperative and litigious,” as Randall Lockwood put it.22 They may have widespread support from followers (and other humane movement activists) who don’t want, or can’t bear, to know the truth.

“I’d be admonished for talking about what I saw,” said a woman who in the early 2000s volunteered at a Los Angeles rescue whose owner was widely described as a hoarder. “People said ‘you could ruin her ability to help animals.’”

“If you’re bad-mouthing a rescue, you’re hurting the dogs,” added another woman who worked with her. “‘At least they’re safe. It’s better than being euthanized at the shelter.’” More recently, increased awareness and anger over this problem in the animal welfare community has led to scattered attempts at vigilante justice, like Facebook pages and websites that name problem rescues and hoarders. Shelters put known problem adopters on Do Not Adopt lists, though since facilities are run by different city and county agencies, circumventing the lists isn’t hard.

That many hoarders are white women may also win them a degree of understanding, even sympathy, not extended to a Michael Vick. While Vick was portrayed as a thug, a follow-up story on the gruesome Spindletop Refuge bust mourned that founder Leah Purcell’s “life’s work [had come] to a sad end,” and that she’d probably been “a woman with the best of intentions.”23

Prosecutors also back off because to go after a hoarder involves a lot of work, money, and grief for a crime whose typical “punishment” is a suspended sentence, community service, a modest fine, or probation.24 Leah Purcell’s “punishment” seems to have been agreeing to never rescue or board pets again.25 Alexia Tiraki-Kyrklund of Noah’s Ark was sentenced to sixteen months in prison but resurfaced in 2019 as the manager of a South LA pet clinic and star of a reality TV show called Ruff Rescue, whose producers described her as “cunning, fearless, and fierce in her determination to save the animals that otherwise fall prey to the enemies all around them.”26 It’s not clear if these producers knew her history, but the series never seems to have aired, and the clinic’s veterinarian lost her license the following year for clinic problems like unsanitary conditions, unsecured controlled substances, and unmaintained medical records.27

Charging hoarders does no long-term good. A hoarder’s animals are the center of her world and the bedrock of her self, so their loss is intolerable. Without intervention and/or counseling—and there’s no proven treatment for hoarding or law requiring it—recidivism approaches 100 percent.

“The adage,” Patronek told a reporter in 2002, “is that most hoarders will pick up another animal on their way home from the courtroom.”28

As the Diane Carey case moved slowly through the legal system, the story took another twist. In late 2010, Lori had gotten an email alert: seventy dogs had been dumped at a “sanctuary” ninety miles away, in the Mojave Desert. Photos were attached and her heart sank. She recognized some of them from Diane’s kennel—they were the ones that had worn blue collars, that Diane had called “Charlotte’s dogs.”

She and Hannah eventually put the pieces together. Charlotte was Charlotte Spadaro, a sixty-nine-year-old former mayor of Beverly Hills. She’d been a successful real estate attorney until neighbors complaining of a smell revealed her secret life. At a kennel she’d rented in the city of Rialto, east of LA, police found 180 dogs and cats and the body of a Great Dane in a garage freezer and charged her with animal cruelty.29 Then, in nearby Riverside County, animal control seized unlicensed dogs at another kennel she’d leased and yet more neglected animals, including two dozen puppies from a third property. It seemed that when her troubles began, Charlotte had sent dogs to Diane to hide them; when the heat was on Diane, she’d sent them back. Charlotte had later parked them with a woman in rural Mojave, then never paid for their care. (With time, Lori and Hannah would identify a loose network of as many as fourteen hoarders who helped each other move animals around to avoid the law.30) The situation in Mojave had become its own disaster—it was a ten-acre slum-scape of crude plywood fences and trash, unfixed dogs bearing litters, and hungry animals shivering without shelter in the harsh desert winter.

Once again, Lori moved in, this time with a dozen other local rescues, volunteers, Dog Man, a mobile vet clinic, and some Modernica carpenters. In a frantic, weeks-long dawn-to-dusk effort, filmed and posted on YouTube, they built shelters, cleaned kennels, and took out dogs as quickly as they could. It was expensive and exhausting work, and it turned out that the property owner, who also called herself a rescuer, had her own hoarding problem, with hundreds of dogs and cats stashed in outbuildings and barns.

The property owner let Lori take just one, a dehydrated cattle dog mix named Cowboy, fifteen years old and too weak to stand. He had come to Mojave as a puppy, which meant he’d lived his whole life in the open-sky silence of a dirt pen. It shattered Lori.

She found an animal hospice to take the dog for the four months he had left and sent pictures back to the “sanctuary” owner in Mojave.

“This was God’s plan,” the woman responded. “Because of me, he had a beautiful life. This is why I do what I do.”31

It was the last time Lori got involved in a hoarding case. She and Hannah, with whom she’d developed a close friendship, had “won”—some 170 animals had been freed, and the old bulldog that Diane had pulled out of the U-Haul was adopted by a police detective and went on to have a wonderful life—but the price was high. What they’d seen would never leave them. Some of the rescued dogs would be with Lori for years: One, named Charlie, who’d been living in a desert dirt tunnel untouched by any human, would never be normal. Nor would Trixie, a Diane Carey survivor, who didn’t trust many dogs or people, nor the one-eyed pit bull, whom Lori named Amanda Jones. She was committed to these animals, but they occupied kennels that now wouldn’t be available to save others. It was unclear what the wider movement had gained. No laws had changed. No rules of accountability had been put in place.

In 2011, Charlotte Spadaro filed countercharges against the multiple city agencies that had accused her of cruelty, claiming that “they are trying to talk me out of doing good work.32 Ultimately, she was found guilty of a misdemeanor count of cruelty for the dogs in her Rialto house. She was sentenced to three years’ probation, counseling, and community service.33 During the process, she called Lori to ask if she would “help” by taking some of her dogs; she’d pay. Lori’s answer was no.

That same year, JD, who’d served as Diane Carey’s kennel manager, pleaded no contest to animal cruelty; Diane, who was still licensed, represented him. Diane pleaded out as well. (It wasn’t clear what happened to Diane’s partner, Lou.) Both Diane and JD were forbidden to own a dog for three years. Lori took in eight of the pit bulls JD had been keeping in his motor home. As soon as the three years were up, JD began accumulating animals again. In 2016 and again in 2019, he was charged with criminal animal neglect after officers seized fourteen dogs from his RV. “The smell inside that vehicle was something I’ll never forget,” one testified during his 2019 trial. Diane Carey watched from the audience. She wore ragged pants and dirty shoes. JD’s attorney described him as a “trainer in the hood doing his best”; a jury found him not guilty.34

In 2013, in separate disciplinary actions, Diane Carey and Charlotte Spadaro were disbarred for legal misconduct, including commingling personal and clients’ funds, not for anything that had to do with animals.35 Spadaro died in 2021. Neither woman ever spent a day in jail.




PART IV

Maybe We Haven’t Been Solving the Right Problem
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Flipping the Equation

2012

Downtown and South Los Angeles

TONY SPERL, LORI’S EARLY ALLY AND PROTECTOR, HAD MOVED out of downtown but still owned a building in Little Tokyo and returned regularly to feed a feral cat colony. He was driving down Alameda late one June night when around 4th Street he spotted two police officers and a man kneeling next to the sprawled, terribly familiar body of a dog.

He pulled over. It was Skid Row Sheba. The car that had hit her was long gone. “Is she dead?” Tony asked.

The cops nodded, and the kneeling man looked up. It was Badfoot Larry, a homeless guy he’d known for years, who’d become Sheba’s last human. He and the dog had been headed out together. She’d crossed Alameda with him dozens of times, but she was old and arthritic now and hadn’t moved fast enough.

Sperl tenderly took her body and had it cremated. He reported what had happened to the people at the Catholic Worker Skid Row soup kitchen, where Sheba had spent so many hours, and gave the dog’s collar to Badfoot Larry. Larry fashioned a wooden cross, attached the collar to it, then got very, very drunk. (Later, Tony learned that Larry had made it off the Row and back to his family in Chicago.) A shrine sprang up nearby. “I will always be grateful for the part you played in my life, your unconditional love for me when I barely loved myself,” someone wrote. “You were sent from God for us all.”

Sheba’s memorial service was held at the soup kitchen. Lori joined the staff, current and former street people, animal activists, service providers, and street cleaners to share memories of the dog. Even Georgia, Sheba’s original person, made it to the service. She was now sober and living in a distant halfway house.

There were tearful eulogies, then, as the service neared an end, someone wondered aloud if it was theologically proper to pray for a dog. But someone else in the crowd called out, “Let us pray for the loving gift that Sheba was to our community.”

And they did.1

In 2011, Best Friends announced plans to remake Los Angeles from a city where only about half of the shelter animals made it out alive to one that was no kill.2 The group would spend around $500,000 funding subsidized spay and neuter surgery in twelve underserved zip codes and offer a $150 bounty to rescue groups for each animal they pulled over prior year totals.3 Through savvy PR, outreach, and very deep pockets—by now, the organization was bringing in close to $60 million a year—they would show the nation how it could be done.4

Signing on was an image boost for Los Angeles Animal Services, which since 2005 had reeled through multiple crises and four general managers in as many years. One man quit after murderer was spray-painted on his car; another, who’d had a smoke bomb set off in his apartment building lobby, was fired after only a year on the job; a third was revealed as having been fired from two previous jobs for poor performance and found guilty in a racial discrimination suit.5 In early 2012, the city council voted to let Best Friends manage a brand-new shelter that had been built in the San Fernando Valley, a $19 million, forty-seven-thousand-square-foot building that had been sitting empty for three years because there was no money to staff it.6 Best Friends would use it as an adoption center, pulling animals from the city’s other shelters to showcase there. That spring, promotion of their No Kill LA (NKLA) campaign began in earnest. Dramatic billboards erected across town showed a black-and-white headshot of a young Staffordshire terrier photographed against what could have been a prison wall. A celebrity-heavy launch party rocked the Sunset Strip’s House of Blues.7 A Best Friends–assembled steering committee included Brenda Barnette (animal services’ recently hired new general manager) and representatives from some of the city’s most significant dog and cat rescues, including DDR. They were to be the base of a much larger coalition that hopefully would unite the area’s fractious animal welfare community.

Spending more than a decade up close with difficult and sometimes unadoptable dogs had given Lori doubts about the feasibility of the no kill goal. Having shelters and rescues filled with animals that couldn’t be placed was not progress. Moreover, proselytizing for it in the neighborhoods where she worked had felt offensive. These were places where people regularly saw friends and family members die violently. Once, in conversation at a spay/neuter clinic, Lori had mentioned no kill, and the woman to whom she was speaking fell silent. “Why do you focus so much on not killing the animals?” the woman finally said. “Why aren’t you more worried about, you know, us? Can’t it be us and the animals?” And she’d been right.

But being selected for the steering committee was an honor, and regular meetings held at the West Los Angeles shelter brought her in contact with powerful humane world players. Aimee Gilbreath, executive director of the Michelson Found Animals Foundation, was one.

Aimee, then thirty-seven, was another white woman but in other ways an outlier in the rescue world. A Stanford MBA, she’d done a six-year stint as a management consultant at the prestigious Boston Consulting Group. On track to make partner and a potential seven-figure compensation, she found herself burned out by travel and grueling work weeks.

“The lifestyle sucked,” she told me bluntly. “I couldn’t keep a dinner reservation. I adopted a pit bull and had to hire dog walkers because I was never home.” When she left BCG, she said, “My family and friends thought I’d lost my mind.”

Aimee brought a corporate sensibility to a decidedly noncorporate world, emphasizing the need for information and fact versus anecdote. She knew it would be an adjustment. “I remember being at a shelter and falling in love with this hundred-pound butterscotch love of a pit bull, knowing that his chances of getting out were really low, and going home and crying about it,” she said. “If you’re on the front line, it’s so hard to abstract from an individual animal that might lose its life today to look at the bigger picture. It’s hard to be clinical about trends and ROI [return on investment].” Nevertheless, that was what had to happen. Selling a program and getting grant money demanded data, data, data: Outcomes not recorded might as well have never happened. Details mattered—one didn’t write that “I placed five dogs” but “five large, mixed-breed senior dogs, one missing a leg.”

Lori was profoundly intimidated by Aimee. She avoided the convenient shelter parking lot when she came to meetings for fear Aimee would see the giant separation-anxious pit bull in her car and think her “a freak.” The first time they met, “Aimee was wearing a dress and expensive heels and I wondered how she walked in them, and she scared the fuck out of me.”

They got past it. To her own surprise, Lori realized that her self-image was out of date. She was no longer a furniture refinisher working for a scruffy startup but the general manager of a multimillion-dollar operation. Aimee respected that. In turn, Lori respected Aimee and quickly grasped the importance of having hard data. Aimee eventually met Clancy: “That is a . . . big dog” was all she said. But she listened carefully when during steering committee meetings Lori talked about her idea for a very new kind of program.

Four years earlier, in 2008, the Great Recession had devastated millions of vulnerable humans, which meant that soon their pets suffered, too. As foreclosures rose and families lost their homes, shelters across the nation reported being overrun with “a tide of displaced dogs and cats.” Animal control officers found “kittens in the mailbox, dogs tied to our dumpster.” Owners who arrived to surrender pets they could no longer afford would “break down,” reported a Connecticut animal control officer. “Or I find them outside in the back afterward, crying.”8 Euthanasia rates climbed. Years later, a veterinarian who’d worked in a busy Central California shelter recalled the time: “I was euthanizing thirty to fifty healthy animals every morning. It was killing my soul.”9

Lori began getting the same kinds of calls from staff at the busy South LA shelter that she once had downtown: Can you come in and talk to someone? This time, the people involved weren’t homeless, just poor. A family’s dog had gotten out and been picked up, and they didn’t have the $67 it cost to redeem it. (At the time, California’s minimum wage was $8 an hour, and impound charges could double and triple if a dog hadn’t been neutered and needed to be licensed, vaccinated, and microchipped.10) Now they’d all gathered in front of the cage holding their pet, the dog whining and kids wailing. The shelter staff had nothing to offer, which made them simultaneously angry and despairing. DDR quietly began paying those redemption fees. Then general manager Ed Boks, who’d heard of “the homeless girl,” and who perhaps hoped to last longer than his predecessors—futilely, as it turned out, he was gone by mid-2009—proposed something a bit more structured. He called it Operation Safety Net.

A notice went up at the South LA shelter advising that anyone who’d lost a pet or was considering surrender could call DDR’s hotline for help. The phones rang constantly, and almost all the calls were cries for money. There was a woman whose dog had been mauled by those of a neighbor and who’d managed to pay for her pet’s pain meds and antibiotics but didn’t have the $350 it would cost to have the wound surgically repaired. If she surrendered him to be put down, she said, at least it would end his suffering. DDR paid the bill, and the dog recovered. There was the fixed-income senior who lived with his ninety-two-year-old mother, whose dogs had escaped through a wobbly gate and were picked up by animal control, and who didn’t have the cash to redeem them. For just over $600—one dog had medical issues that required surgery—DDR kept three not particularly adoptable dogs from a bleak future and saved two humans from broken hearts. They even helped some of LA Animal Services’ own employees who’d lost their homes during the Great Recession by boarding their pets until they got back on their feet.

It was clear that a program offering a sympathetic ear paired with cash worked wonders. But it would be far more effective if the hotline was replaced by someone from DDR actually on the shelter premises, someone who could step in to stop a surrender and work out a plan. Not a volunteer juggling commitments, but an employee. Paid. Full-time.

Lori laid out all the reasons this made sense. Around a third of the dogs and cats that ended up in the nation’s shelters had been left there, deliberately, by the same people who’d raised them. Why would someone do that? The standard rescue line was because they’re assholes. Studies done at individual shelters in the 1990s (and later reconfirmed) found very different answers. Yes, some animals lost their homes because they were aggressive or biters or indiscriminate poopers and their humans hadn’t tried to train them. But more commonly the problems had nothing to do with an owner’s (or dog’s) personal deficiencies. There was housing, for instance. Landlords routinely refused to accept pets, or limited their number, size, or breed.11 Or seemed to look the other way when a family with a dog or cat moved in, only to change their minds later.

Then there was the issue of vet care. South LA, like many low-income areas, was a “veterinary desert,” nearly devoid of local practices. Reaching a clinic required a car (which could mean borrowing one) and often taking unpaid hours off work. The cost of care was an even bigger barrier. The great majority of subsidized pet care services were for basics like sterilization and vaccination. But pets often got sick or hurt. By some estimates, one in three pets needed an emergency vet visit each year because of a bite, bleeding, broken bones, or something like swallowing a sock.12 It was pricey, and survey data routinely showed that many Americans didn’t even have $400 put aside for themselves.13

Meanwhile, ongoing changes in the veterinary industry were making all vet care less affordable. The 1986 founding of Veterinary Care Centers of America, Inc. (VCA) by three human health care executives and the sale that same year of Washington State’s Banfield Pet Hospital to entrepreneurial vet Scott Campbell kicked off a wave of corporate consolidation that swallowed thousands of small individual practices.14 By 2004, Banfield was the nation’s largest privately owned vet practice; in 2007 it was acquired by Mars Petcare, a branch of Mars Inc., the candy conglomerate. In 2015, Mars also bought BluePearl, a network of specialty and emergency hospitals that had begun in Florida.15 VCA expanded to own more than six hundred veterinary hospitals, as well as two large diagnostic labs and a digital medical equipment company, before it, too, was purchased by Mars, for a reported $9.1 billion.16 Mars would also come to own pet food brands like Pedigree, Iams, Eukanuba, Nutro, and Whiskas, and international diagnostic equipment maker Heska.17 Between 2017 and 2023, private equity firms would pour $45 billion into the veterinary industry, acquire PetVet, National Veterinary Associates, Mission Veterinary Partners, and Bond Vet, and come to own around 75 percent of specialty practices.18

Almost surely not coincidentally, veterinary fees rose at more than double the rate of inflation, even faster than the cost of human health care.19 Fixing a dog’s torn CCL (the canine ACL), a common orthopedic injury, could cost $5,000 or more, urinary obstruction in a cat $3,000, a foreign body (like a sock) in the small intestine $1,600.20 The increasing use of “production-based compensation” for vets, which paid a base salary plus commission, gave doctors a perverse incentive to encourage pricey procedures, medications, and therapies.21

There was no good way around the squeeze. Many owners weren’t educated or confident enough to realize that they could question or even reject some procedures, like routine blood work. Vets, trained to offer “gold standard” care—test for everything that could be wrong, spare no effort to fix it—didn’t tailor services to meet a limited budget. Even aside from corporate pressure to upsell, most practitioners couldn’t afford to discount what they did. Vet school tuition rates had steadily risen until the average educational debt of a 2019 graduate was nearly $150,000 with nearly 11 percent owing twice that.22 Salaries did not keep pace.

Pet insurance could help but carried its own monthly nut, and policies came with limitations and per-incident and lifetime caps.23 Most covered costs via reimbursement, which meant someone had to come up with the cash first. Credit cards designed for medical care financing, if one qualified, could carry interest rates as high as 26.99 percent.24 What was a minimum-wage worker facing a $3,000 vet bill supposed to do? One large and wealthy animal welfare organization posed the question, “Are you having trouble affording your pet?” on its website, then with astonishing cruelty offered travel as a solution: “Vets in smaller towns may charge lower fees.” Or, they added, there was always GoFundMe.25

In families without money, pets’ chronic conditions, illnesses, and accidents went untreated until they became emergencies, creating an impossible array of choices: surrender the pet, take on catastrophic debt, or opt for what vets despairingly called “economic euthanasia.” People gave up their pets because they didn’t have options, information, and, most of all, money. No wonder surrender numbers were highest in economically struggling communities.

“Imagine you were poor and had a sick child who would get care only if you agreed to give her to someone else,” Lori said.

All of it suggested the need for a new strategy. The animal welfare movement, and in particular rescue groups, had poured vast amounts of money and sweat into springing animals from shelters and finding them homes. All that effort—the development of foster networks, department store and shopping mall promotions, news stories featuring “adoptable pet of the week,” Super Adoption and Clear the Shelter days and Facebook posts—had made a real difference. A 2018 analysis of dog population and sheltering trends would confirm that starting around 2010, increased adoption became a factor in declining shelter euthanasia rates.26 But overall, the achievement was uneven, unfair, and ultimately like trying to empty the bathtub with the faucet still on.

What about flipping the equation and keeping animals from entering the shelter in the first place? And in the process treating humans considering surrender more humanely? Not calling them assholes. Not sighing with annoyance at the sight of them or hissing “do you know how many animals die in this shelter?” Instead, asking—kindly—What made you decide you needed to do this? What would it take to change your mind? Can I help? And then actually giving that help—with referrals, resources, cash.

That kind of “intervention” would cost, and Lori knew from experience that while animal lovers didn’t hesitate to help a sweet-faced pup, no one wanted to hear about the problems of low-income humans. A philanthropic organization, though, was a different story. Found Animals, for instance.

Aimee Gilbreath was a bit skeptical when Lori asked for her help. “Are you asking Dr. Michelson to fund solving the problem of poverty in South LA?” she asked.

But she understood the need. “When I began this work, conversations about ‘those people’ were the dominant conversations in animal welfare,” she recalled. “Lori was my entry point into the discussion that we needed to pay attention to poor people. And later, my firsthand-proof point. She was very eloquent, hard to say no to. I remember thinking that her approach was brilliant.”

In December 2012, the Found Animals Foundation awarded DDR a grant sufficient to pay the salary of someone stationed at the shelter and some expenses. (The foundation would continue to fund this work for years.) Lori had planned to look for someone with an MBA or management experience, but at a community clinic she met a thirty-three-year-old bilingual volunteer named Amanda Casarez. On the surface, they had almost nothing in common. Lori, child of the suburbs, was tall and angular; Amanda, from Watts, was short and exuberantly curvy. Lori was single and childless; Amanda was a wife and the mother of two boys. Lori was restrained, while Amanda had a ready temper. When she saw some teenage punks laughing as they tried to push a firecracker into a stray dog’s butt, she chased them off in a fury.

“If you think it’s funny, bend over, I’ll do it to you!”

But on a deeper level, they recognized each other. Through childhood, Amanda had bounced between a mother and stepfather who didn’t welcome her, and her grandmother, who worked twelve-hour days. She’d mostly raised herself, then worked a full-time job while going to college at night. Like Lori, she had found solace in animals, had been the kid who chased roaming dogs away from busy streets, brought home strays and fed the feral cats that endlessly produced kittens under the house. When she was nineteen, she got her first credit card and maxed it out paying to vaccinate and sterilize all the animals on her block.

Amanda also knew South LA’s struggles because she’d lived them. Mental illness and addiction ran through her family. As a kid, she’d stood in line for government cheese and sold flowers at a freeway entrance. Her stepfather had spent time in prison. She was just eleven and heading to a fast-food restaurant with her seven-year-old cousin when a guy standing on the sidewalk got his head blown off in a drive-by. She was so close a gout of blood and brains hit her shoulder. Like Lori, she buried her own trauma by working so long and hard she could avoid thinking about it.

Through 2012, she and Lori talked about what it would take to make a difference in South LA. “She wanted to do what I envisioned,” Amanda told me. “I felt like we got each other. There were people that did ‘rescue’ and those that walked the walk. Lori was out in the trenches, like I was. She got shit done.”

Amanda never imagined that their talk would lead to employment. But in late 2012, Lori called her: “Found Animals is going to fund the intervention program. I want you to run it.” Amanda nearly wept. Her husband had been laid off, and she’d been struggling to support the family as a home hospice caregiver in Santa Monica, which in traffic was over an hour away. She barely had time to see her boys. Life didn’t work like this. She didn’t know a single Latina doing rescue work, and no one got a job, especially a dream job, without even applying for it. But this fantasy was real.

Lori went to animal services general manager Brenda Barnette. Obviously her program depended on getting official support. She brought no lengthy proposal, just a request.

“Brenda, I’m ready to get started, but I need your blessing.”

Brenda, who’d heard Lori’s pitches at NKLA meetings and, she later said “was kind of in awe,” came back with an equally brief answer. “Lori, that’s the best news I’ve had all week. Proceed.”

There were beginnings, and there were endings. A few years earlier the Novak brothers had put their downtown property up for sale and made plans to move the factory four miles south to the small industrial city of Vernon. Suddenly, it sold, escrow was short, and when Lori applied for a kennel license in Vernon, so she could take the downtown dogs, the city said no.

Her initial panic morphed into another plan: she could separate the two halves of her life. She owed a huge debt to the Novaks, who’d hired and promoted her, who’d allowed a renegade employee to leave the office to meet homeless people and let dogs run wild in their parking lot. But having the kennel on their property kept her dependent. It would be nice not to be.

In the nearby working-class city of South Gate, she found an 8,300-square-foot auto tow yard for sale for $370,000. It was just an oil-stained expanse of concrete on a gritty side street. But it was a short drive from downtown, Vernon, Compton, and South LA, and big enough to hold forty-plus dogs. She absolutely didn’t have the money to buy it and no one would write a loan, but Ken had often lectured her when she was afraid to act: Just think, “What’s the worst that could happen?” She started a GoFundMe.

Our goal is to pay cash for this new property, she told supporters. That way, everything we bring in will go to our work.

Almost immediately, tens of thousands of dollars poured in, from several private foundations, and from Petco, the Doris Day Animal Foundation, the Animal Farm, and the ASPCA, which matched the $60,000 that was contributed by hundreds of individual donors. She was still short. She sent a note to Best Friends asking for $25,000, and the next day FedEx delivered a check for $100,000. In a few weeks, she had it all.

A smaller loan and the sale of her Altadena house paid for four months of jackhammering, blacktop removal, and construction that transformed the site. In went forty-two roofed kennel runs and dog houses, and a gravel play yard shaded by acacia trees and umbrellas, with doggy wading pools and resting spots. Exterior walls were painted a tasteful olive green. A patio for humans held a table and chairs and succulents in green and black Modernica pots. The old parking lot kennel might have resembled a preschool, but if you overlooked the razor wire atop the outside wall, this one could have been some hipster’s Silver Lake retreat. A simple studio apartment on the property would be Lori’s new home. There was no room in it for the furniture and art objects she’d accumulated over the years, and she was happy to chuck it all. Buying had been fun when it was a thrift-store adventure; now it was just . . . stuff. She would lead a streamlined, simple life: one room, no mortgage, no debt. She could run the rescue as she saw fit and spend her sizable salary as she wanted. The contentment she felt was embarrassing—she was a nearly fifty-year-old woman living in a dog kennel. But when the door closed at night, she was home. Safe.

Around her would be a changing cast of dogs—those awaiting adoption, a few paid boarders, the unadoptable veterans that were hers for life—“Grandpa” Chasui, who’d once guarded a downtown sweat shop, Ray’s Petey, wild Edwina from the South LA shelter, Curtis Jackson and his littermate Bernadette.

But not Lizzy. Benny Joseph’s intrepid “road dog” had died in early 2012, at an estimated age of eighteen. Not the untamable Freeway. Soon after the move to South Gate, Freeway was in the yard with Curtis in the early morning and they got into it over a dead bird someone had thrown over the fence. It was the worst fight Lori had ever seen and even with all her skills, she couldn’t make it stop. The old and grievously wounded Freeway was euthanized at the vet.

Not Lizzy, not Freeway.

And not the center of her life, Clancy.

In 2011, Clancy passed the American Kennel Club’s “Canine Good Citizen” test, and the former fighter was pronounced “a reliable family and community member.”27 At fourteen, he began to show his age. He still went to work with Lori daily, still loved to “attack” sprinkler heads in the park and bite the gushing water, but he slept until noon and sometimes had to be awakened even then. As Lori watched him at community clinics, accepting children’s pats and gently licking their cheeks, she had the sense that he’d so completely transcended his past there was nowhere further for him to go.

In February 2013, Lori was out of town on a business trip and Clancy was with one of his sitters when he began to pee blood. The sitter rushed him to the vet and when Lori called for an update, the news was bad: he had cancer.

“You need to come right away,” the sitter said. “He’s in a lot of pain. He’s howling.”

Anyone who loves a pet knows she’s signed on for eventual heartbreak, but whether the end comes gradually or suddenly, a surprise or expected, it’s always unbearable. Debbie Fan, DDR’s treasurer and Lori’s friend, joined her and Clancy’s sitter at the vet. Lori and Cathy Simpson had had a falling out; she was called but didn’t come. All of them stood around Big Papa. The moment was stern, momentous. The first needle put him to sleep. Within seconds of the next, he was gone. Just . . . gone . . . the battered warrior, reformed and resilient soul, powerful old man, daddy to so many kennel puppies, lover of Precious. Lover of Lori—beloved by Lori, her spirit animal and familiar. Even the vet wept.

The others left Lori to say a final, private goodbye, her head resting on Clancy’s body. The desolate wails that came from behind the closed door made them turn away. None of them had ever heard her cry before.
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The Price of Surrender
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South Los Angeles

THE INTERVENTION PROGRAM WAS A BREAKTHROUGH.

“Is there something I can do to help you keep your dog?” Amanda Casarez asked the man who stood in the South LA shelter’s “animal receiving” line, an old spaniel by his side. He shook his head dismissively, and she watched him hand over the dog, which was whisked into a nearby crate. Some surrendered dogs resisted, some barked frantically as their people walked away. This one sat trembling in stunned silence. The man headed to the rear of the shelter, where available animals were kept. A half hour later, he left with a puppy.

Her blood pressure rose. Let it go, Amanda, she told herself. If you strangle him, you’ll go to jail. (She later redeemed the old spaniel herself and placed it with a rescue group.) The next owner she approached was grateful for help getting neuter surgery for her dog and happily took him home. Hopeful, angry, sad, joyful—it was a preview of her life for the next ten years.

The South LA shelter had been relocated and rebuilt around the same time the intervention program began. The new facility was a huge improvement over its dark, smelly predecessor. It had outside kennels with retractable roofs, misters, and heated floors for the animals; landscaping and bright-green paint was aimed at making pet adoption a pleasant, shopping-like experience.1 Yet as Lori walked the aisles on her off-hours, the shorthand heartbreak of the cage information tags told her nothing had changed. Here was a two-year-old male pit bull, owner surrender, an unaltered five-year-old female tricolor pit bull, owner surrender, a neutered ten-year-old male Chihuahua, owner surrender . . . Each was the outcome she hoped to avoid. She met with shelter staff to explain what she and Amanda were doing. “We’re not here to take your jobs,” she assured them. Some got it, some didn’t; some staffers took great exception to the idea that keeping an animal with an imperfect owner was better than finding it a new one. Lori understood that hating people who gave up their pets was necessary self-protection for anyone whose job required them to euthanize animals. It kept them from hating themselves. Still, tension between shelter staff and DDR would be an ongoing problem.

The intervention strategy was simple: Amanda would approach people who came in to give up their pets, ask what assistance might change their minds, and provide it. She had an arsenal of weapons—vouchers for free sterilization if that was the problem, vouchers to cover treatment at a partner vet if sickness or injury was. (Lori’s standby, Dr. Simon, had died in 2009, and she’d amassed a roster of vets who agreed to see clients with shaky credit, sometimes for reduced prices. She offered a retainer so the vets knew they’d get paid, but they also believed in what she was doing.) Amanda could have a free dog house delivered to someone who’d gotten cited for failing to provide his pets adequate shelter. She could order home improvements, like building a gate or dog run or repair to a weak fence, all done by a Modernica carpenter and paid for by DDR. She had collars, leashes, food, money to redeem and license impounded dogs. There were two rules: anyone who wanted ongoing help had to sterilize their pet, and for a problem requiring a cash outlay, clients had to contribute what they could, even if it was just a few dollars. They weren’t to be passive charity cases, but part of the solution.

No one knew how or even if things would go. DDR’s entire budget was limited to the $100,000 that Found Animals had provided, so Lori’s initial goal was modest, too: over the course of a year, their help would keep four hundred animals out of the shelter and in their original homes.

They blew past that goal in three months.

Daily, as many as a dozen people found their way to Amanda, singly, in pairs, as whole families, Black, brown, white, English-speaking, Spanish-speaking, both, carrying terriers and Chihuahuas, pulling burly pits. They were sad, angry, wounded, broken, defiant, depressed, occasionally in the grip of active psychosis—they were all poor. They were single mothers making less (sometimes a lot less) than $25,000 a year, most of which went to rent. They were men who cleaned offices and women who did childcare and sold tamales on the street, people who had three jobs or none, who shopped with food stamps, who ate out of dumpsters. People trying hard to craft a better life than what they’d known in distant countries, people who’d given up, who’d made bad choices, who’d never had choices to begin with—immigrants, transients, locals. People who couldn’t read. People who were being evicted, deported, facing trial, homeless, who had no papers, ID, bank accounts, or street address because they rented a converted garage on a property with four other illegal units. People without a pay stub to “prove” their need because they worked under the table for cash. People who ran out of food for their kids every month, don’t even talk about the dog. People for whom a subsidized $15 vaccination charge was a burden. People so close to the edge that any surprise meant escalating disaster: the dog got mange and there was no money to treat it, so it got worse, someone complained, animal control came, and now there was a cruelty charge on top of everything else.

Like the man who’d given up the old spaniel, some were the “people just dump their dogs” assholes of humane movement cliché. A group of friends whose boxer-mix puppy had been badly injured by a neighbor’s dog abandoned him at the reduced-rate vet to which Amanda sent them. A young couple complained that their two pit bulls had been wrongly confiscated as “dangerous,” but animal control had found them in a feces-filled yard and both had blisters on their backs.

Some people were hard to help, mad with a lifetime of grievance, and Amanda was a convenient target. “I knew you wouldn’t help me—you racist bitch! I want to speak to the supervisor! Don’t tell me it’s you, you are not in charge. I’m gonna get you fired!”

Some radiated rage that was a cover for pain.

“I can’t take the dog back!” a woman’s angry voice carried from the receiving line. She was a Black woman in her thirties, well dressed and wearing sunglasses, with a little mutt on a leash.

“We don’t serve your zip code,” an animal control officer answered. “I’m sorry, but we can’t—”

“I need help!” she shouted. “If you can’t help, what do my tax dollars do? Why the fuck are you here?” She stomped out. “What the fuck! What am I supposed to do?”

“I work with a shelter intervention program,” Amanda said to her. “Not for the shelter. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Not unless you’re gonna take my dog!”

“Come inside.” She pulled the woman into a small office the shelter let her use. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try. Whatever you tell me is confidential. I can try to find a rescue but I need to understand why you’re giving it up.”

“It’s a matter of life and death!” The woman burst into tears, her legs gave way, and she slumped to the floor. “This is too much,” she wept. “This is too fucking much.” She pulled off her sunglasses. Both eyes were blackened. “My husband tried to kill me last night. I got away when he was asleep. He said he’d kill my dog, and he will.”

Amanda made a call to Lori, and they made fast arrangements. DDR paid for a hotel room for the woman and her dog, then a bus ticket that sent her to her sister’s in the Bay Area.

There was no “typical” intervention case. Everyone Amanda dealt with was different; every solution had to be customized. Every day was a roller coaster that showed how much pets mattered to people whose lives were a struggle, and how much that struggle strained the bond. Amanda played animal control officer, peacekeeper, transporter, liaison to rescue groups. She found a place for the twenty-three Chihuahuas belonging to a man who’d started taking in street dogs he’d never sterilized. She was a home improvement project manager—So your dog got out and you want to keep it from happening again but the landlord said ‘don’t change the fence or you’ll lose your security deposit’? Our carpenter will bring chicken wire to cover the gaps that let the dog escape and attach it with zip ties that can be cut off.

She was a scheduler of vet appointments and a graphic, grisly educator on the medical benefits of spay and neuter: photos of a dog with testicular cancer finally turned the tide for a tattooed cholo who’d first showed up reeking of weed and exclaiming that “Neutering’s against my religion! You’re taking his manhood!” (He returned sober, bearing his pet’s surgery certificate and offering thanks.) She taught pet care and follow-through, small steps that could mean future generations would be more responsible animal caretakers.

She arranged transportation to vets’ offices, sometimes drove people herself, sometimes played mediator when an owner repaid a doctor’s offer of affordable care by not returning to pick up their animal or even throwing a tantrum in the office. One incensed a vet who’d cut his price by giving him a one-star Yelp review. Occasionally the police got involved. Amanda pushed through the terror when a man who’d ignored her warnings that his dog could die in surgery blamed her when it did and sent death threats.

She was a housing advocate and a dog whisperer’s agent, sending families with unruly animals to attend Larry Hill’s training class for a reduced price or even for free. Pets had to be sterilized by the third class, and anyone who stayed for five sessions got a certificate of completion. One client, a woman at least sixty, cried when she received it.

“I never finished high school,” she said. “I never got a diploma. But I’m so proud of my dog. I’m proud of myself.”

She played case manager, crisis counselor, shrink, mom, referred people to food banks, legal clinics, sliding-scale therapists. She learned to tell the difference between people about to blow and those ready to fall apart, and that she had to move fast: if someone seemed ready to accept help, it had to come now, otherwise it was like telling an addict there’d be a rehab spot next week. If I give you a plan, can you stick to it? she asked. Does everyone in your family support what you want to do? Do you have a place to live? If I send you to a doctor, can you afford to follow up? Are you at risk for going to jail next week? Is somebody at home hurting you?

And she played the angel of merciful death, offering vouchers for humane euthanasia, so low-income families with pets at the painful end of their lives and who wanted to end their suffering had an option besides letting the shelter do it. Making it possible for pets to pass away peacefully, surrounded by the people they loved, was one of intervention’s most precious gifts. Lori had never forgotten the homeless Vietnam vet she’d met, whose voice fell to a whisper as he confessed to her “how my last dog died. She had cancer. She was suffering. I have a gun . . .” Killing his beloved pet was the kindest thing he could afford to do for her, he said, but even ten years later, he cried telling the story. He had never forgotten where he buried her body.

How can I help you?

“My dad brought my dog in . . .” There’d been a ticket that young man didn’t pay—okay, a couple of tickets—and when he got busted, his father was so angry he got rid of the dog.

Can I help you?

“This dog just showed up, so I’ve been taking care of her and I didn’t know she was in heat. She was raped by a pit bull, right there in my yard! Now there’s all these puppies—I breastfed three kids but she’s got six pulling on her and I don’t have the money for dog food.”

Oh my God, can you help? The shout came from a shelter staff member. When Amanda rushed over, she saw a young girl writhing on the floor. Her mother had been signing the surrender papers for two older terriers—“The landlord said get rid of them or we’ll be evicted,” she said in Spanish. She was a low-wage worker, a single mother, and the dogs were the only bright spot in her daughter’s life. But if they lost their tiny apartment, they’d be on the street.

The girl had held up her dogs proudly. It was clear she had developmental issues, and it wasn’t until the animal control officer reached for them that she grasped what was happening.

“No!” she cried.

“Dáselos a ella,” said the mother softly. “I’m sorry.” The officer reached out again, prying one animal then the other from the girl’s arms.

“No!” the girl shouted again, grabbing desperately at the squirming dogs. “Mami!” Another howl, and suddenly she was down and gasping, her face frozen in midcry, like a grotesque mask.

That case took paramedics, a hospital stay, a letter to the apartment management company, and a doctor’s letter classifying the animals as therapy dogs. DDR paid a $500 pet deposit. The girl recovered, and she and her dogs went home.

“I have to be honest, this job breaks your heart,” Amanda told me one day as we sat together at her folding table outside the South LA shelter. Next to us, a sign in English and Spanish asked, Would you like to keep your pet out of this shelter? “There’s not a day when I don’t go home crying or angry.”

Each time I hung out with Amanda, I marveled at her ability to keep going. Despite the plants and green paint, the shelter atmosphere was grim. Across the street was a school bus depot and a weedy lot, empty since the fires of 1965, whose only occupant was a middle-aged Black man sleeping rough, surrounded by shopping carts full of junk, the birds and feral cats he fed, and his two dogs. (The man, beloved by many in the neighborhood, was traumatized when a self-styled animal activist stole his dogs, who were never seen again.) A recycling plant operated next door. The noise never stopped—frantic barking, loads of bottles crashing. Neither did the need, both human and canine. That included Amanda’s own. She liked to tell Lori “I am the client,” and it wasn’t a metaphor. She was juggling the intervention job with running her own rescue, caring for her sons, supporting the grandmother who’d raised her, mourning the premature death of a beloved aunt, fighting an illegal eviction, and then searching for housing that accepted a family with not-great credit and multiple dogs.

Lori still struggled when a rescue effort went bad though she tried not to show it. “I say to myself that if I weren’t here, it would be going down anyway,” she told me. “I can cry in the car.”

Amanda, too, took failure hard, when people who claimed they wanted her help holding on to a pet returned to the shelter to leave it when she was off duty or who pleaded poverty even as they whipped out the newest-model iPhone. There had been a client who showed up one day with a new pet, nonchalantly explaining that “Yeah, the one you were helping me with got hit by a car.”

A decade after she began the work, she was haunted by some of what she’d seen. The surrounding neighborhood was high-crime, and one day a man was stabbed right in front of her while she was stopped at a traffic light. He stumbled against her car, she jumped out, and he died in her arms. “These are the things people who live around here face on a daily basis,” she said. “It’s hard for people on the other side of town to understand.” Then there was Rudy.

He’d showed up at the shelter looking like a figure from a horror movie, his face completely covered in crude tattoos. In his arms he carried a bloody Chihuahua. The stray dog had just been struck by a car. “Please help me!” he cried. “Don’t let him die!”

“I did what I’m never supposed to do and drove them both to the vet,” Amanda said. “I mean I had no idea who this man was.”

The dog’s injuries turned out to be relatively minor, and Amanda paid the bill, then gave Rudy dog food, a crate, and her cell number. After that, he came to the shelter regularly to “give back” by sweeping the sidewalk around her table. Gradually his story emerged. He’d been convicted of armed robbery as a teen and sentenced to twenty years in an adult prison. He was beaten there, raped repeatedly, and emerged with PTSD and a diagnosis of schizophrenia. The Chihuahua, whom he named Toby, became his anchor. So did Amanda, who for two years helped him track his medications and appointments.

Then Rudy got sick, missed meetings with his probation officer, lost his Medi-Cal coverage and access to antipsychotics. The last day Amanda saw him, he was pacing and talking to himself, a bad sign for his mental health.

“Have you taken your meds?” she asked.

“They didn’t give me my refill,” he muttered.

This was serious. Amanda called around and found a drugstore that would supply a few doses until she could get his situation straightened out. But her car was in the shop and she couldn’t take him there right then.

“Go straight home and rest,” she ordered. “Don’t stop anywhere.” But Rudy, heading down Western on foot, met a prostitute. He took her back to his little rented room, and murdered her. He was sentenced to thirty years.

Had it been a dog or cat in trouble, Amanda knew, she could have taken it in, found it help. She couldn’t do anything for the man—or the woman who’d died. “I know it was the system that failed,” Amanda told me, her eyes wet. “But it hangs heavy on my heart.”

Amanda had ended up in the hospital more than once from stress. “I acted like a tough kid growing up, but now I’m the biggest chillona [crybaby],” she said.

Four hundred animals kept out of the shelter by July of 2013 became two thousand that December, and the numbers just kept going up. Holding and caring for dogs and cats requires municipal shelters to pay for staff salaries, food, cleaning supplies, and medication. In LA in 2019, the price was just over $10 million. DDR’s average intervention cost them just $65.2

Los Angeles Times columnist Sandy Banks, who often wrote about South LA, reported the success with wry amazement.

“It’s an idea so simple, you have to wonder why it wasn’t done before.”3

Banks’s question had a complicated answer. The intervention program was simple, but to insist that people without money deserved to love and be loved by animals, and that those with resources should help them, was also profoundly radical. If poverty was a moral failure, you didn’t save people from its consequences. Rather, as Philip Alston, the United Nations special rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, would later put it, “the distinctively American response to poverty in the twenty-first century” was punishment.4 Workers who couldn’t pay their debts, defendants who couldn’t make bail or hire private probation consultants, addicts who couldn’t afford treatment, people of color targeted for traffic tickets they couldn’t clear, the unhoused cited for sleeping on the sidewalk, should suffer. Suspend their driver’s licenses, even if that made it impossible to work, garnish their wages, jail them.5 It wasn’t surprising that 80 percent of the nation’s incarcerated came from low-income communities.6

Parents who couldn’t provide their kids decent housing or enough to eat or who left them alone while they searched for a job should pay by losing custody.7 It was poverty, wrote law professor and sociologist Dorothy E. Roberts, “not the type or severity of maltreatment [that was] the single most important predictor of placement in foster care and the amount of time spent there.” Economic status also determined who would be punished for not meeting society’s parental standards. Law professor Linda Fentiman noted that while prosecutors filed charges against low-income mothers for “risky” behaviors like drinking beer while breastfeeding, affluent women who refused to vaccinate their kids against deadly diseases were rewarded by state legislatures that “changed their laws to accommodate [them].”8

The same thinking applied to pet owners. The well-off might proclaim their pets to be family members, but for the less fortunate, they were “a luxury, not a right.” If someone didn’t license and sterilize an animal as regulations required, fine him! If a dog or cat had a flea infestation or an untreated wound or illness, that was neglect—don’t question, cite! In at least one state, not providing adequate veterinary care was a misdemeanor carrying ninety days in jail or a fine up to $1,000; a second violation was a felony.9 As with parenting prosecutions, it was easiest to go after those without resources. In 2014, Riverside County, California, animal control inspectors went door-to-door in some low-income, mainly Hispanic, neighborhoods verifying that pets were licensed, vaccinated, sterilized, and microchipped and levying fines up to $400 if they weren’t. The county’s chief vet, who oversaw the program, was offended by the suggestion that these poorer pet owners had been singled out: “It’s not our fault that we don’t go to the gated communities—we go there all the time, they refuse entry.”10

If a pet got loose or escaped and was picked up by animal control, it was routine to charge a hefty fee to reclaim it—and add on the cost of any vet care provided at the shelter, boarding, even the cost of the animal control officer’s field visit.11 “Imagine if you dropped your wallet and the grocery store held it hostage and sent it to a warehouse in a different part of town,” said the Koret Shelter Medicine Program’s Allison Cardona. “And then you had to pay $500 to get it back.”

What if a pet owner didn’t have the cash? In Stockton, California, one young husky mix that escaped through an open gate and ended up at the local shelter lost his life because his unemployed owners couldn’t come up with $180 to reclaim him.

“We were crying, pleading . . .” Robert Aflleje told a local journalist. “I feel like they killed one of my kids.”12

Shelter intervention challenged all that thinking, as well as the rescue narrative that when innocent animals suffered, bad people were to blame and the answer was always a new and “better” home. That narrative remained strong. In 2014, the LA rescue world erupted around the saga of an adorable eight-month-old Rhodesian ridgeback named Raffiki. The puppy, who wasn’t yet spayed or microchipped, disappeared from the yard of a small rental home in an unglamorous part of town; her Latina owner searched for her, checked the local shelter, and posted online notices. But the dog had been found and turned into a shelter ten miles away, which the owner didn’t know she should contact. Soon, someone she knew spotted the dog advertised for adoption on a rescue group’s website. The owner left a voicemail for the group, and when she didn’t hear back, filled out an adoption application, both times saying essentially that’s my lost dog, my four-year-old son is grieving and I want her back. But by the time the group listened to the message, Raffiki had been adopted by a new family that refused to return her.

What could have been a sad story of loss, miscommunication, and bad timing got nasty after the angry original owner contacted the media. The rescue group then issued a statement blaming the owner for the situation. If only she had microchipped the dog, if only she had been “a little more diligent” in her search . . . Besides, the adoption application she’d filled out—for her own pet—revealed that she “did not meet the qualifications that [we] look for when adopting a dog to a home.”

News stories criticizing the rescue brought a torrent of online comments that vilified the original owner for being poor, ignorant, and undeserving.

[She] clearly cannot afford to properly provide for herself and her son, much less an animal. [She] needs to get her act together, work to make a decent living for herself and her son and then when she can properly provide for an animal which includes spay/neuter, microchipping, and providing an I.D. tag, then she can adopt another animal.

The 4-year-old will recover and hopefully learn about responsible pet ownership.

This lady should be grateful. I’m sure she is sad, but her sadness comes from selfishness and poor her.

They don’t deserve the dog back.

Never let [her] ever again have an animal.13

The family never saw their dog again.

The failure that actually brought many animals (and their people) to the shelter door, Lori insisted, and repeated on multiple social media posts, was not personal but systemic. It was the lived reality of being poor—what Jo Barker had called “bigger than both of us” and sociologist Matthew Desmond more artfully described as “an exhausting pile of problems . . . a tight knot of humiliations and agonies.”14 It was having a second or third full-time job of juggling bills and stretching dollars while enduring the physical pain of dental and medical problems there was never money to address and nights of crappy sleep from living in an overcrowded, thin-walled place that you were also terrified of losing. Being poor used up so much mental energy, some researchers said it was like losing thirteen points of IQ.15 So sometimes you didn’t think. You didn’t deal with the cat or dog getting sick. You forgot to close the gate. You didn’t pay the traffic tickets. You made mistakes that made things even worse until you couldn’t afford to fix them and the pet was gone, the kids were crying, and you’d let them down again.

To fund her work, Lori applied for and received grants and, as Aimee Gilbreath had demanded, kept meticulous records of whom DDR served and how. But if a situation wasn’t covered by donor money—if a shepherd owner showed up at a community clinic aimed at pit bulls—she simply dipped into her own pocket. When one elderly couple couldn’t afford insulin for their dog, she simply committed DDR to cover it, for that animal’s life. She was less interested in how her programs looked to donors than what they did, and she was on the ground seeing that firsthand. There might be other organizations funding spay and neuter surgeries or offering a monthly pet food bank, but which had a president walking the street, running clinics and talking to clients? Which had staff willing to listen when the conversation was about human struggle and had nothing to do with a pet?

“The difference in what we do is the difference between an interaction and a relationship,” Lori told me later. She was in this for the long haul.

Lori met one client when she helped her care for the dozens of Chihuahuas living with her in a derelict Skid Row apartment. The contact grew into a connection of calls, texts, and visits that lasted for years, even after the woman escaped the Row. “I love you,” the woman told Lori, saying, like Benny, “I’m your daughter.”

Longtime DDR volunteer Ruthie Redfern gave months of telephone support to an alcoholic homeless veteran whose PTSD traced back to the two weeks he’d spent trapped and starving in an attic after Hurricane Katrina. He came to call her “Ma.” Ruthie also became the caregiver of a cat owner who rented a small room near Skid Row; when the woman died of cancer, Ruthie was holding her hand. Amanda drove to Skid Row very late one rainy night after a young man she’d been helping was robbed of his tent, sleeping bag, and dog crate. “How could I sleep warm knowing that my client, who I’ve built a bond with, is in the freezing cold?” she asked.

DDR was an anchor for those whose lives were a series of crises, for whom the escaped pet and unaffordable vet bill were just the visible tips of gargantuan icebergs. Perhaps rescue paradigm shift was too weak a term for what they did. It was something without precedent in the animal welfare world, less “rescue” than some new multispecies social work.

I need to give up my dog because my neighbor, he’s in a gang. Chucho barked and he said he’d kill him. He would hurt us, too. We can’t afford to move.

Our house burned down, we’re living in the car.

I’m a Vietnam vet, I have PTSD plus I just lost my wife after 48 years of marriage, and I’m kind of torn up. Can I just sit here awhile?

After Amanda helped a local man adopt a dog, he brought it to visit her every week while she sat at the shelter. The night his mother died, he called Amanda, crying. “That’s it, you’re all I have left.”

Amanda, and later a second counselor, Yesenia Conde, and the volunteers that supported them and Lori, who still woke at night panicked that she’d lose everything, weren’t just saving pets, they were holding up a piece of the city. During her years downtown, Lori had noticed how some homeless coped better than others and were more likely to escape their current situation and move on. It was those who’d had someone in their past who’d cared for and believed in them. They would be that someone.

To Lori, one truth was evident: the continual flow of animals into the nation’s shelters, where many would languish and some would die, was neither a pet problem nor a people problem. It was a poverty problem. And if animal lovers still hadn’t found the answer to ending shelter death, maybe it was because no one had been asking the right questions.
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The Right Questions

2014–2017

Los Angeles

BY 2014, LORI WAS NO LONGER THE MUSICIAN WHOSE STREET-CORNER jazz went unheard. That year, the ASPCA gave her its prestigious Henry Bergh Award, named for the organization’s founder, praising her “selfless and nonjudgmental philosophy [that] continues to break down obstacles and change the landscape for animals” in underserved communities.1

Allison Cardona, who at the time was a director of the organization’s community engagement program, observed some DDR clinics, met with Lori and Amanda, and watched Amanda at work. It was, she told me, “kind of revolutionary.” Jill Buckley, then the ASPCA director of community initiatives, also watched Amanda in action and “fell in love with Lori’s program. I went to the president and said, ‘We have to have something like this.’”

The ASPCA had already opened a free spay, neuter, and wellness clinic next to the South LA shelter. Now it made a five-year $25 million commitment to the wider LA region, much of it focused on underserved areas. Staffed intervention programs at two shelters in the (enormous, separate) LA County system were modeled on Lori’s.2

“The concept of ‘safety net’ has incredible momentum in our space right now,” ASPCA president and CEO Matt Bershadker told me in 2015. “Lori’s a pioneer—she’s shown us a way forward.”

Three nongovernmental intervention programs began in and around LA: One, from the Lange Foundation, operated at two county shelters in the high desert Antelope Valley communities northeast of the city. Two others had direct connection to Lori.

Kerry Armstrong, a former producer for The Moth and longtime volunteer at the city’s North Central shelter, had read Sandy Banks’s Los Angeles Times story about Lori and was “totally inspired.” She visited the South LA shelter to watch Amanda at work, then set up her own organization, Home Dog LA, at North Central. The first day, an eighty-year-old Latina arrived in tears to give up her ten-year-old Chow because her longtime landlord had suddenly demanded a hefty pet deposit. Home Dog wasn’t yet funded, so “I drove home and got my checkbook, and there we were,” Kerry told me. By 2021, when Home Dog merged with another rescue to become betterTogether Forever, it had kept four thousand pets at home and out of the shelter.3

Six months later, Lori urged Lisa Young, a former actress and cofounder and executive director of a group called The Rescue Train, to do the same at the city’s busy East Valley Shelter in the San Fernando Valley. She also offered to help with expenses and give training—she would be at the shelter every Saturday for six months. Because she found the facility “a mess,” she also hired gardeners and weeded, raked, and planted a new front garden herself. By 2017, that effort expanded to the West Valley Shelter and, by 2023, had kept almost fourteen thousand animals at home.

Maybe everyone who did intervention work met one person who clarified the program’s stakes. For Lisa, it was a Vietnam vet named Mario. His wife had died, Mario was in the hospital, and neighbors had contacted animal control saying that his dog was neglected. An officer called Lisa. Maybe she could help.

When Lisa got into Mario’s apartment, she found it cluttered and filthy; the dog, a pug named Millie, was chained to a doorknob, sitting in her own waste. Her nails were so long they’d grown into her feet. Lisa took the dog to a vet and fought with the animal control officer who told her that Mario was out of the hospital and she was to give Millie back.

“I’m giving him a chance to clean up the apartment,” the officer told her. “You can help or bow out. You’re not getting the dog.”

Lisa said she was “sick to her stomach” when she returned the pug. But Mario invited her in and showed her the shrine he’d built to his late wife; Millie had been her dog and was his last connection to her. Years later, remembering that moment still made Lisa cry. “I said, ‘Are you open to us helping you take better care of your dog and checking on you?’ He said, ‘My God, yes! And if something happens to me, I want you to take her.’” The Rescue Train’s members, all relatively privileged white people, had been accustomed to pulling animals from the shelter without interacting with members of the community, Lisa said. This experience “was such a shift in my heart.” For the next year, she visited Mario and Millie, and even paid the rent one month when they were about to get evicted. When Mario died of cancer, as she’d promised, she took the dog.

Lori’s daily social media posts spread word of her intervention program’s daily reality and accomplishments to the national humane world. “This is Lazy, who recently passed away peacefully in the arms of his person” . . . “We regularly meet families who are transitioning out of homelessness and are living in a motel. There are many that are very low cost, charge by the week, and allow pets. When Roscoe was diagnosed with parvo, his family barely had enough money to pay their weekly motel fees. Taking him to a vet was not a possibility. With no money and no transportation DDR was the only place for his family to turn to” . . . “Princess and Bruno were brought into the South LA shelter by their owner, who was in tears. He never thought he would find himself in the situation he was in—out of work, with poor credit, having lost his home, and with no prospect of a permanent place to live. A generous friend offered him a room to rent, on one condition: he could not bring his dogs.”

Increasingly, these messages reached receptive ears. While the fight over Raffiki and the continuing popularity of Hope for Paws videos showed that the old rescue narrative retained a hold, change also was visible. The Great Recession had sparked widespread anger over income inequality in America. Occupy Wall Street–inspired protests spread to more than six hundred cities and towns; before long, Senator Bernie Sanders, who denounced “the grotesque level of income and wealth inequality that we currently experience,” would make an unexpectedly strong presidential bid.4

Local efforts to help low-income pet owners sprang up in places like Flat Rock, North Carolina, and Spartanburg County, South Carolina.5 The Positive Alternatives to Shelter Surrender (PASS) program of Austin Pets Alive!, an early no kill player and multimillion-dollar enterprise, provided emergency pet food, resource assistance, and referrals to outside social service and animal welfare agencies.6 More expansive programs began, too. Dr. Michael Blackwell, the former dean of the University of Tennessee’s College of Veterinary Medicine and the HSUS’s current chief veterinary officer, had been focused since 2008 on the problem of veterinary access for families without money. In 2015, he and a group of similarly concerned vets formed the Access to Veterinary Care Coalition to seek ways to tackle the issue.

The HSUS’s Pets for Life program, founded in 2012 by Amanda Arrington, was the most ambitious new equal-access effort. In 2007, Arrington had started a small group in Raleigh–Durham, where she lived, whose aim was to end the widespread practice of keeping dogs tied up. Outreach in the area’s struggling neighborhoods soon taught her that poverty was the real problem; the group turned to providing community assistance. Arrington was attractive and articulate, and her work in North Carolina propelled her into several positions within HSUS. Addressing poverty and unequal access to services was a new frontier for the huge humane organization, she told me. “We’d focused on shelter-centric challenges and there was a lot of judgment and making determinations on who was or wasn’t deserving of support and resources. Inside and outside the organization, poverty wasn’t something people talked about.”

Pets for Life sent field workers door-to-door in underserved areas. They offered resources like access to free spay and neuter surgery, vaccines, training classes, food, and flea meds, in the process collecting data on the people and animals they found. Had the pet seen a vet before? Was it sterilized or vaccinated? The numbers would reveal the scope of what was needed and help shape future work. The initial rollout was in Philadelphia, soon followed by Atlanta, Chicago, and Los Angeles. (Where DDR had focused on South LA, Pets for Life LA was based in Boyle Heights, which had been home to a succession of immigrants but was now overwhelmingly Latino.) At least at first, the effort was consciously multiracial. James Evans, the Baltimore-based founder and CEO of Illume Communications, who created the program’s first database and “tool kit,” or practice and philosophy guidelines, was a Black animal lover who’d experienced the humane world’s bias firsthand.

“My family has two dogs,” he told me when we spoke in 2022. “With our current dog, we were denied thirteen times by rescue groups and shelters—one asked to do a criminal background check.” He called working on the tool kit “a labor of love.”

“The idea,” he said, “was that the program should be centered in the community and the people working for it should come from that community.”

For Janice Godfrey, one of the early Philadelphia staffers, it was a dream job. Godfrey had a degree in strategic communications and a history of volunteering with animal welfare groups where she was the only person of color—“a raisin in a bowl of milk.” As an outreach coordinator in Hunting Park, a mostly Black and Latino Philadelphia neighborhood where half the residents lived on less than $25,000 a year, she said, “I was helping people who looked like me. I worked fifty- and sixty-hour weeks—but it was incredible. I felt the most fulfilled I ever had in my life.”

Journalist Bronwen Dickey, who spent time with the Philadelphia Pets for Life team while researching her book on pit bulls, wrote that if the program succeeded, it “could achieve a watershed moment in the field of animal welfare.”7 Pets for Life did great good and certainly put human poverty on the radar of the powerful and well-funded HSUS. Amanda Arrington co-authored a paper on the subject for the journal Sustainable Development Law & Policy.8 But achieving that “watershed moment” would prove more difficult.

The growing interest in equity brought Lori and Amanda a string of invitations to speak—at UC Davis’s prestigious veterinary school, the Virginia Federation of Humane Societies, Best Friends’ annual conference, the HSUS’s huge Animal Care Expo. The senior manager of shelter operations for Animal Care Centers of New York City attended one talk and later said that she “must have filled up my entire notepad”; soon after a pilot intervention program began at shelters in Brooklyn and Manhattan.9

“Watching you grow your amazing programs to help people and pets has been one of the best learning models of my entire animal welfare career,” wrote the director of operations at Kauai Humane. Calls, letters, and emails asking for guidance came from shelters and rescues in Oakland and Ventura in California, and Miami, Austin, Indianapolis, Houston, Charlottesville, Louisville, Maricopa County, Arizona, and Montgomery, Alabama.

“There are pet support programs all over the country now because people saw what Lori was doing,” Aimee Gilbreath told me.

Whenever Lori spoke, people approached to ask, sometimes tearfully, how they could do similar work, so in 2015 she self-published First Home, Forever Home, a guide. “Humane movement believers have worked tirelessly to reduce the numbers of animals that die in America’s shelters each year,” she wrote. “We pull animals, treat them, transport them thousands of miles, do everything in our power to find them new homes. But we have only so many hours to save shelter animals, only so many pet lovers to take them in. Some of us are beginning to ask: Why are we not doing more to make pets’ first homes their forever homes? . . . Why aren’t we doing more to help the people who care for those animals? . . . We must stop judging and setting up artificial barriers of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ We’re on the same side. Our love for animals connects us—and caring for these animals connects us to each other.”

Multiple surveys showed that among the top reasons people surrendered their cats and dogs were “moving” and “landlord doesn’t allow pets.” This was no surprise to anyone in rescue; it was something Amanda heard every day. In 2015, when Lori addressed a Found Animals symposium on poverty and pets, a weapon for fighting back presented itself in the person of Dianne Prado. Dianne was a housing rights attorney with the Inner City Law Center, a Skid Row–based legal services nonprofit—and a dog lover. Thirty-four and very pretty, with long dark hair and an angry energy, she had grown up the daughter of Colombian immigrants in a very white part of Orange County, dropped out of theological school to study law, then tried and rejected a career with a corporate litigation firm. “I’m very bad at doing things I’m not passionate about,” she told me. What did impassion her was injustice—to animals like the big pit bull she’d rescued from the side of the freeway and to tenants without resources. Not everyone understood that the two overlapped.

Outsiders might see LA as the land of pastel houses, palm trees, and big yards, but in fact most residents were struggling renters. The city had the dubious honor of having the nation’s largest gap between wages and rent. By 2019, a USC Sol Price Center for Social Innovation study reported that 75 percent of low-income tenants were “rent burdened,” or had to spend over a third of their income on rent; 50 percent were spending half their income. To get by, they cut back on food and clothes and took on more debt.10 In this, LA was extreme, but not an outlier. Mirroring the consolidation of the veterinary industry, private equity-backed firms had been moving into the landlord business across the nation, buying slews of what had been privately owned apartments, trailer parks, and single-family homes.11 Rents rose. By 2021, wrote the authors of a veterinary journal article, “Pet Friendly for Whom?” there was “not a single state or metropolitan area in the country with enough housing that [was] affordable to extremely low-income families.”12

Anyone who was low-income was housing vulnerable, but those with pets were even more so. Many rental units, even some that were subsidized, didn’t allow pets, especially in non-white neighborhoods.13 (These neighborhoods also didn’t have the dog parks, pet supply stores, and veterinarians that white and gentrifying neighborhoods did.14)

Rentals that did allow pets usually had a laundry list of exclusions: A cat was okay but not a dog, one cat but not two, a dog but not a big one, absolutely no pits. Sometimes the restrictions appeared deliberately discriminatory. In her 2018 report “The Black Man’s Dog,” Harvard Law School Legislative Policy Fellow Ann Linder concluded that breed restrictions like a ban on pit bulls were “a new form of redlining to keep minorities out of majority-white neighborhoods.”15

Pets also made already-pricey housing even pricier. In the 2000s, surcharges like additional security deposits and extra “pet rent” became increasingly common, and at rates that often bore no resemblance to the actual damages that a dog or cat might cause. A 2021 Found Animals report, which was meant to show landlords that allowing pets was good business, pointed out that while one-time pet security deposits averaged $476 and pet rent $50 a month, “the average dollar amount of extra damages caused by pets is $210 and many residents choose to pay for these damages out of their own pockets.”16 If these extra charges were moneymakers, once again, poverty and race upped the price. As the authors of “Pet Friendly for Whom?” wrote, “Low-income communities and communities of color were more likely than higher income and predominantly White communities to pay disproportionately higher fees to keep pets in their homes.”17

It wasn’t just that pet families struggled to find homes, Dianne said at the 2015 symposium, as Lori listened. They also risked losing them. Los Angeles County courts heard more than fifty thousand eviction cases every year, and an unknown number of tenants moved “voluntarily” as soon as their landlord made a threat. Most of those who went to court had no legal representation, so of course they lost. And many were pet owners. Landlords used pets as cudgels. A tenant complained about leaks or roaches and the next thing she knew, an animal control officer was at the door, saying there’d been an abuse complaint. They weaponized pets, especially in gentrifying neighborhoods, as a way to get rid of tenants, whether to empty a building for sale or to oust those paying low rents to move in those who could pay more. They changed the rules on whether or not pets were allowed, or suddenly decided to enforce “no pet” clauses, hitting tenants who had no money for a new security deposit with the choice of surrender, moving, or eviction.

That, of course, was no choice at all. Eviction wrecked lives. The predictable consequences of being evicted, sociologist Matthew Desmond would point out, included job loss, depression, and instability, all of which were “a cause, not just a condition, of poverty.”18 (In 2018, 11 percent of Los Angeles County’s unsheltered homeless cited eviction or foreclosure as responsible for putting them on the street.19) And when humans lost housing, their animals usually did as well—and sometimes their lives. Keeping people off the street and pets out of shelters was part of the same fight.

It was “a lightbulb moment” for Lori—here was someone outside animal rescue who got it. It was the same for Dianne, who heard Lori speak that same night and recognized her as “someone who wanted to bring services together that no one else in the animal advocacy world would have thought were joined. She was one of the few advocates I’d met who didn’t just want to spay and neuter a million dogs and cats but to make a difference in people’s lives.”

By 2016, they were working together. First came a three-year collaboration between DDR, LA Animal Services, and the Inner City Law Center that served 3,700 pet owners and 5,000 animals on Skid Row. Later, after Dianne set up her own firm, the Housing Equality and Advocacy Resource Team (HEART), Dianne came to Lori’s community clinics and spent time at the South LA shelter. There, like Amanda, she sat at a folding table piled high with flyers and forms, greeting low-wage workers, the elderly and disabled, and the housing dispossessed who’d never otherwise have ventured into the legal system.

“How can I help you?” she asked. “Todo es gratis.”

Dianne’s letter to a landlord kept the single parent of a deeply depressed teenager in the apartment that had been her home for twenty-one years. The longtime residents of an affordable Compton mobile home park, who’d suddenly faced enforcement of a “one-dog-only rule,” stayed in their trailers and kept all their pets. One tenant, who’d already surrendered his dog to a county shelter, reclaimed it with DDR’s help, then phoned Dianne, crying with joy, the dog in his arms. Through Dianne’s work, illegal rent hikes evaporated and threatened “notice to quit” papers went unfiled. Her actions on behalf of pets also served as a kind of stealth organizing. Client meetings to discuss an eviction threat inevitably revealed problems with rats and roaches, immigration, welfare, domestic violence.

“Without the pets to start a conversation, many of the people I’ve helped would never have spoken to me,” Dianne told me. “No one wants to talk to a lawyer!”

Eventually Dianne would be speaking at the HSUS annual Animal Care Expo and receive a grant to teach LA Animal Services staff and animal welfare groups about pets and housing rights. Through and with Lori, she had begun a new kind of law practice, one that found another way to marry animal welfare with social justice.

At the DDR kennel, the once-fearsome Petey fell asleep one night and never woke up. “Grandpa” Chasui, the last OG downtown dog, turned eighteen, and when it was clear he was in constant pain, Lori let him go. Sixteen-year-old Trixie, who’d survived life with Diane Carey, struggled to walk and became increasingly disoriented. On her last day of life, she went to her favorite park, where she lay on a blanket to regard the trees, birds, and the bushes she’d peed on for years. After she died, the vet’s staff lit a candle in her honor.

Wild Edwina, who had annoyed Clancy to the point of attempted murder, passed away. So did Precious, whom Clancy had loved. After his death, she’d stayed on with Lori at the kennel, until one day an adoption application from a retired nurse gave her a forever home.

When spinal disease weakened Precious until she couldn’t get up, the nurse carried her to the car and the vet, and stayed with her until she was gone.

“I love you,” she whispered to her. “Look for my other dogs and wait until we meet again.”

By 2017, Lori was a success by almost anyone’s definition. DDR’s rescue arm had rehomed thousands of animals. The intervention program had helped more than 6,500 animals and their people; in Compton, community clinics had served more than 10,000 dogs and cats. The wall in her kennel studio was crowded with awards—from the ASPCA, CNN, Maddie’s Fund, the Wallace the Pit Bull Foundation, and the South LA council district office, which named her a “SHero,” for activism, not rescue. Most unlikely, she’d made it into the pages of the Harvard Business Review, where a successful “innovation expert” wrote that her success showed how “powerful change can come from transforming people’s perception of a problem.”20

But she felt stuck. Things she’d coped with for years—the sullenness of some shelter workers, the rescue world’s constant dramas—now set her on edge. She had no patience for the rage sometimes directed at her and Amanda by the very people they were exhausting themselves trying to help: She’d agreed to board and train a pit bull for an alcoholic Skid Row client who wanted to detox only to have him accuse her of “molesting” the dog and show up drunk to threaten everyone. She was exhausted by the need to explain over and over to supporters what she did and why. Yes, a homeless man’s dog had been stabbed in the neck. Yes, DDR had paid for lifesaving surgery. And yes, they accepted it when the man, who knew his assailant, refused to file a police report. “For this dog owner, ‘right’ equates to not being a snitch,” she wrote. “Remaining silent means he and his dog can continue to live. Life on the street is not about fairness, it’s about daily survival.”

She felt burned out, done. The collaboration between DDR and Inner City Law had meant spending time downtown again, which had started her thinking about addiction. Like poverty, it ran like a river through her work. In the 1990s, other street people had called Benny “lucky” because he’d escaped crack, but alcohol had dominated his life. Those she’d met more recently on the Row were caught by new, even harder drugs. Addiction was the undercurrent in the stories that she, Amanda, and Yesenia heard at the shelter. People used drugs to cope with mental illness, trauma, and the misery of being poor, only to fall into a trap that led to more poverty, misery, and generations of scarred kids who grew up to become addicts themselves. She’d tried to help, had helped, but not enough because she didn’t know enough.

In the fall of 2018, she enrolled in a program at Cal State University, Dominguez Hills that would certify her as a substance abuse counselor. Every Monday and Wednesday when she finished at Modernica, she drove fifteen miles south to the campus—down Alameda, past the El Faro Plaza swap meet with its blaring mariachi music, past blocks of packing supply warehouses, auto glass and parts stores, repair shops with signs in Spanish. Close to Watts, traffic sometimes slowed and stopped, and when she looked around, she saw a landscape out of the old days: ragged people pushing carts, dogs running free. To the east sat blocks of derelict RVs and tents. More dogs. She didn’t dare explore the area because she knew it wouldn’t let her go, and at the moment, she had no time to spare. Once you see something, you can’t unsee it, Teri Austin had said. Call it her own addiction. There was work for her here. She’d be back.
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We All Need Help Sometimes
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South and Southeast Los Angeles

COVID-19 UPENDED THE ANIMAL WELFARE WORLD. LONELY workers trapped at home adopted so many dogs and cats that Time magazine named “rescue animals” its “2020 Pet of the Year” and New York magazine called rescue dogs “a luxury good” in such demand that rescue groups operated like “Ivy League admissions office[s].”1 German shepherd Major Biden, a two-year-old alumnus of the Delaware Humane Association, made history as the first rescue dog to live in the White House. (After an unfortunate “biting incident” he was sent to live elsewhere.2) In 2021, the city of LA announced it had reached no kill for the first time ever, and Best Friends’ Julie Castle cheered that it was “difficult to overstate the enormity of this moment and its place in the history of the no kill movement.”3

As always, times were harder in poorer parts of town, where disease spread in crowded quarters and imposed quarantines cut needed paychecks. Meanwhile, between staffing shortages, illness, and fear of illness, the city’s shelter system essentially shut down. The public wasn’t allowed inside where dogs and cats were kept, adoptions were by appointment only, and angry rescuers reported that staff wouldn’t respond even when animals were found abandoned and/or endangered. Members of the public who brought animals to surrender were told to make appointments and turned away.

Adoptions proceeded as ever at DDR’s South Gate kennel, since there were rarely more than a few people present at a time and all the outdoor space made social distancing easy. Amanda and Yesenia heroically tried to keep the intervention program going at the South LA shelter, passing out food and supplies in the parking lot and even taking in animals that the shelter wouldn’t, until surly staff essentially drove them off. Angry and impatient, Lori rented a small storefront in a nearby strip mall to become DDR’s own “Pet Support Space.” For the first time, she advertised her services on a local billboard with a graphic showing a dog cradled in someone’s lap, and the words that had become her new slogan: “We all need help sometimes.”

The Pet Support Space operated for just over eighteen months. During that time, more than four thousand people sought help for housing and legal problems and for their suffering animal companions: a fourteen-year-old dog with a large tumor on his head, a four-year-old pit bull that had been vomiting for days, a dog with bladder stones that required surgery, a pug with a foxtail embedded in its paw, too many skin and ear infections to count. But the neighborhood was high-crime and extremely dangerous. After Amanda left work one day and stumbled into a drug dealer shoot-out, Lori moved the operation to Modernica. Amanda used an empty office to answer phone pleas for help and the factory’s huge parking lot to hand out food. Modernica became the site for DDR’s monthly clinics as well. (When the LA shelter system finally reopened, Amanda and Yesenia returned twice a week to their old post at the South LA shelter. Later, they added a day at the city’s harbor-area shelter as well.)

The death of George Floyd and spread of Black Lives Matter protests brought an even bigger upheaval. In the aftermath, animal lovers and animal welfare workers of color unleashed the anger they’d held in check for so long, calling out racism in the humane movement. In Baltimore, James Evans, who had written Pets for Life’s first tool kit, headed a new BIPOC-forward organization, called Companions and Animals for Reform and Equity (CARE), which promoted its own efforts to keep pets at home and “community-based fostering programs, adoption events and re-homing.” CARE’s website featured testimony from a Black former police officer who’d been denied a pet adoption by sixteen different rescues groups; a photo montage showed eighteen popular and heartwarming animal-themed films, from Old Yeller to Beethoven to The Art of Racing in the Rain, noting that not a single one featured a pet owner of color.

Evans and several former Pets for Life employees also spoke openly of their frustration with how the HSUS program had developed. Janice Godfrey told me that the organization’s emphasis on continually bringing in new clients and meeting spay/neuter quotas had left no time for the community relationships she’d originally been encouraged to build. “People would call me crying because their pet was sick, and I couldn’t help them.” After she was passed over for a leadership position, she quit the organization and later left the animal welfare world altogether.

In fact, all the original Black members of the Pets for Life effort “were dismissed or fired or written up for one reason or another,” said James Evans. “None of them made it into any kind of HSUS leadership position.” (Amanda Arrington, the program’s founder and senior director, said she couldn’t comment on individual personnel decisions.)

“CARE doesn’t exist to ‘correct’ animal welfare or tell Best Friends or the HSUS how to tend their gardens,” Evans told me. “We’re here because the seeds we tried to grow in their gardens didn’t flourish.

“I’ve met incredibly kind and generous people in animal welfare,” he added. “But it’s also the most unprogressive racist field I’ve ever been witness to.”

In the post–George Floyd era, an avalanche of new assistance programs for the “underserved” came from every corner of that field—helplines, food pantries, pet clinics, eviction support, crisis fostering. Human Animal Support Services (HASS) brought together national organizations, shelter veterinarians, and shelter directors to offer a “community-centric” model meant to “reimagine a world where the human and animal welfare industries work together to serve people and pets in need.” Millions in funding poured in to help pilot shelters test new programs that would serve both people and pets.4

There also were plenty of mea culpas and apologies for past sins. A national nonprofit held conferences offering “inspirational stories from people experiencing homelessness with animals” while a tiny Louisville, Kentucky, organization announced that it would divest from “the traditional non-profit industrial complex” and opt for a “grassroots framework that supports abolitionist organizing and mutual aid.”5 PetSmart charities, which now was headed by Aimee Gilbreath, announced a five-year, $100 million commitment to increase access to vet care in “historically excluded communities” and awarded CARE a $250,000 research grant to analyze and address “the lack of representation of people of color and other marginalized groups within the animal welfare industry.”6 Maddie’s Fund offered the group over $2.2 million in grants and later gave Evans its Avanzino Leadership Award, for having “profoundly transformed our field through racial equity, diversity and inclusion.”7 The Ad Council, HSUS, and Maddie’s Fund created a public service announcement campaign to proclaim that “Everyone deserves the opportunity to experience the unconditional love and meaningful relationship a pet offers.”8 The ASPCA issued a “position statement” that “We should suspend judgment and inherent bias and make sure that we do not allow people’s appearance, ethnicity, manner, or language of speech or attire influence our judgment about their ability or desire to care for their pets.”9

Animal welfare has been “a predominantly white movement rooted in the concept that animals are better off in affluent homes with fenced yards,” confessed Best Friends president Julie Castle in a blog post, and that was “a self-defeating and self-reinforcing cycle.”10 The organization was now “dedicated to making diversity, equity, and inclusion part of everything we do.”11

It was hard to know how deep and lasting these commitments were. “Be careful,” James Evans answered when I asked what he thought. “There are too many organizations that have seen this as an opportunity to bolster their brand or add new revenue pathways.”

Still, some welcome changes were already visible. A 2020 Pew Research study, for instance, showed that a majority of Americans now saw life obstacles rather than a personal failing as the reason some people were poor.12

“I won’t say there are no more ‘those people’ conversations in animal welfare,” said Aimee Gilbreath. “But the majority of shelters and progressive programs are thinking about how to keep pets in the homes they already have.”

Nothing at DDR changed after George Floyd’s death. “I don’t need to demonstrate,” Lori told me at the time protests were breaking out across the nation. “I’ve been for Black Lives Matter 365 days a year. We were before and will be later.” But the other reality was that she was fighting a more personal darkness.

It had started with her return to school. Self-awareness was part of the addiction counseling program and entailed writing essays about one’s family history and personal experiences with therapy. The latter was another subject Lori had carefully avoided. She had suffered a bout of depression during her post-David undergraduate years and had seen a school psychiatrist. He was an older man who’d eventually revealed himself as a predator. He’d kept her on as a patient even after she graduated and encouraged her to be overly dependent on him. Once again, she’d gone along, caught up in the old need for someone else’s approval and direction. Eventually, in a blatant violation of professional and ethical standards, he told her, “I want to keep seeing you, but not as a patient. I’m in love with you.” She knew enough by then to recognize how wrong this was but still blamed herself for it.

“I understand his point of view,” she wrote in her school essay. “It was probably my fault, for being too friendly.” Her teacher was horrified. “You might want to revisit this with a professional,” she told Lori.

The program also included a practicum at a large shelter for homeless veterans and required students to attend twelve-step meetings. Lori chose Al-Anon—her first such experience, despite so many years in the company of addicts.

“I came because I’m a student and had to,” she told the group. “But after listening to everyone, I think I may belong.” Suddenly, she was in tears. She’d always told herself that the chaos of her childhood hadn’t been her dad’s fault; he was sick. That was true. But like the others there, the kids of alcoholics and drug users, she’d been shaped by a parent’s problem. She’d lived in fear of her father, walking on eggshells and guarding what she said and did—Don’t bother Dad, don’t get in his way, don’t make him mad—on perpetual alert for the moment he’d erupt. It had hurt. It had damaged her.

She was still wrestling with this new understanding when the media filled with stories about Harvey Weinstein, #MeToo, and, worst of all, Jeffrey Epstein. Daily, she saw pictures of the women Epstein had allegedly assaulted alongside images of their teenage selves, girls the same age she’d been when David Delgado upended her life. It was impossible not to see the connection, and it filled her with fury and a different kind of pain. The filter she’d looked through for years fell away and light came through, blazing and harsh. She was just like these girls. Why had the adults around her allowed it to happen? Why had no one protected her?

A deep depression descended, wrapping her like a shroud. She functioned, did her work, faked normality—she’d always been so good at that—but she found it hard to sleep or eat or even understand why she should go on living. She was so tired. Despite all she’d accomplished and all her success, she still woke at night in terror that she’d made some fatal mistake. She’d run out of money. DDR would crash and burn. What was the point of working so hard, juggling to keep all the machinery going, just to get up the next day and do it again? It was like being trapped in a box with the lid clamped tight and no way out, except to die. When thoughts of suicide came more and more often, she reached out in desperation and found a psychiatrist who prescribed an antidepressant and a psychologist to whom she could talk. Both were women.

The medication helped, but there were no miracles. She filed a complaint against the unethical psychiatrist—too much time had passed, so it went nowhere—and wrote a letter to David that she imagined delivering in person: Why me? What made you think you had the right to steal my childhood? For that, too, it was too late. David had died in 2021, and Lori later learned that he’d spent his last years in a nursing home across the street from a park she visited weekly to calm herself after therapy.

But she also tried lowering the wall she’d always kept around herself. She told her followers that she suffered from depression. When a joyously rampaging kennel dog crashed into her knee and pain hobbled her for months, she let friends help her at home. Maybe she didn’t always have to be the one in control. Maybe allowing others to help wasn’t shameful, but a gift. God will take care of you, Dog Man had said against her worry about trusting Petey. Lori, you have to let go of the leash.

And she worked to forgive her teenage self. It was true that her life with David hadn’t all been terrible. There were moments she’d enjoyed. He’d taught and given her a lot. He had never physically forced her to be with him. But he’d been an adult, and she was a child—a fourteen-year-old girl who wanted a father and to hang out with horses, not to have sex. What had happened between them had never been her choice or her fault.

Changing her inner landscape would be a lifelong struggle. Like those who’d been trapped by drugs, she’d always be “recovering,” not “cured.” But a few years after hitting bottom, she told me that she finally believed that “it’s not selfish to have my own needs and desires. For the first time I’ve realized that this is my life. My life. I feel like I’m at the beginning.”

A 2022 call from Dr. Michael Blackwell brought Lori and DDR into a new national movement. Four years earlier, the Access to Veterinary Care Coalition that Blackwell had helped form released the results of a survey conducted with the University of Tennessee colleges of social work and veterinary medicine. It showed how hard it remained for families to get their pets medical care. More than a quarter of the families surveyed said they’d been unable to access vet care within the past two years. Since some respondents were middle class, the percentages were almost certainly higher for the poor.13 Blackwell now headed a new program at the University of Tennessee, the Program for Pet Health Equity, and he and his team had put together an effort to change that.

AlignCare was shaped by the concept known as One Health, which held that the well-being of people, nonhuman animals, and the environment were inextricably connected, and which encouraged collaborative efforts to achieve the best health for all.14 (One example of this interconnectedness that a public health vet gave me was how lack of veterinary access in struggling communities led to high animal birth rates, which led to large numbers of strays whose presence impeded people’s ability to walk for healthful exercise.) It was aimed at the working poor, seniors, the unemployed, and disabled, and was most simply described as “a nongovernmental Medicaid for pets.” Families could enroll if they were identified as financially struggling (for instance if they received SNAP or similar benefits) and had asked for help at a shelter or veterinary clinic. They’d be paired with a veterinary social worker—a specialty that supported humans with pet-related issues and whose creation had been another Blackwell innovation—and referred to a vet who’d already agreed to a schedule of reduced fees. AlignCare would pay 80 percent of any treatment costs and the family the rest. It wouldn’t be “gold standard” care, no fancy diagnostics and Hail Mary treatments, but would go beyond the basics to include dental care, treatment for injury, acute and chronic illness, emergencies, palliative care, and humane euthanasia. It meant no pet owner would have to choose between catastrophic debt and animal suffering. No sick pet would infect its person with a zoonotic (transmissible to human) disease. (Such diseases included leptospirosis, a bacterial infection that in extreme cases could cause kidney and liver failure, and roundworms, passed in animal poop, whose larva, picked up by barefoot kids, could travel to their eyes, threatening vision loss.15) Vets wouldn’t have to negotiate fees or bear the psychic toll of having to turn away needy but low-income clients. Blackwell, trained as a vet and the son of a vet, knew how heavily that problem weighed in a profession that already had a suicide rate several times the national average.16

AlignCare was meant to become an ongoing and eventually self-sustaining system: instead of being dependent on one group or grant or the limited resources of the animal welfare world, financial support would come from local businesses, human social service organizations, governments, private funders, even the small contribution a shopper might add to a pet supply store bill.

Another shift was naming pet care as a human and family issue, Blackwell told me. He is a man with a warm and easy smile, so approachable one forgets to be intimidated by his heavyweight background. Among other high-level positions, he’s served as deputy director of the Center for Veterinary Medicine at the Food and Drug Administration and as chief veterinary officer of the U.S. Public Health Service. “Pets are the emotional center of many families,” he said. “When we go down the socioeconomic scale, we see less and less that brings joy. And pets, the nonhuman family members, take on an increasing level of importance. Of all the people who need access to vet care in order to keep their families together, it’s the ones with the least.”

A year-long trial rollout of the AlignCare program in ten small cities went well, so in 2022, the plan was to expand to LA, targeting several Watts-area zip codes. Success in the nation’s second-largest city would be a major proof-of-concept and a “blueprint for the nation.” Even at a time when it might be politically fraught to choose a white woman to head an effort in majority Black and brown neighborhoods, he had no hesitation about picking Lori.

“I’ve met people with various reasons for being in this work, and unfortunately, for some of them, it’s a selfish reason,” he said. “I haven’t met many others like Lori. She is on a spiritual mission.”

Lori and Amanda enrolled around seven hundred existing DDR clients in AlignCare but continued helping additional hundreds who didn’t live in the target zip codes. Vaccination and spay/neuter clinics continued three times a month. Then, in early 2022, Lori finally took on the Southeast LA streets of derelict RVs that she’d spotted on her way to school. By now, her strategy was well honed: hang flyers, hand out food, make introductions, do assessment, and offer reassurance. We’re not the pet police, we’re here to help, not to take your pets. Can your dog have puppies? Would you like to talk about what that means?

Lori outfitted a supply van, walked the area, and hired an outreach worker to hit the streets during the hours that she worked at Modernica. Gerardo Novelo was a solidly built thirty-three-year-old with black glasses and a trim beard, whom she’d met more than a decade before, when he was a teenager, training his pit bull in Dog Man’s class. Gerardo had become a DDR volunteer and, even after he began a career as a bank manager, never lost his dream of working with animals.

Nine months later, when Gerardo was hired away by the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority, Lori hired Gabby Vasquez. She was forty-four, a striking mother of seven with thick dark hair and eyes that radiated both intelligence and anger. She had more than a little in common with the clients she hoped to serve. Gabby was the daughter of an addict and wife of one, a man who’d also served time for murder. She’d been a runaway and street kid—“a little girl with grown men picking up on me; horrible things happened”—a “ruthless” gangster, and homeless mom who had spent time behind bars herself. She loved her kids and cats, but for a long time, her default emotion was rage. She was looking for her own redemption.

“I’m a felon,” she flatly told Lori at her first job interview. “Drugs, other people’s, not mine, have ruined my life.”

“I like you,” Lori replied. “DDR is about giving second chances.”

Neither Gerardo nor Gabby shied away from letting the RV dwellers know that they weren’t tourists from the other side of town. “A lot of people, their attitude, their trust, everything changes once I tell them ‘oh, I live up the street,’” Gerardo said.

“Whatcha doin’?” Gabby would offer, poking her head into a fetid trailer. “Oh no, man, put that pipe away if you want me to help your dog.”

“I’ll turn around and beat someone up if they try anything,” she told me, grinning. “Lori’s extremely street smart, but I’m from the hood.”

Lori had seen a lot, but nothing quite like these blocks that lay between Vernon and Watts. In the old days downtown, the unhoused population had ebbed and flowed—people moved, went home, to rehab or prison, died, or simply disappeared. This was a semipermanent slum that most of LA had no idea existed, a place where people lived in stasis, bound by habit, trauma, and drugs. Virtually all the women had long histories of being trafficked, beaten, sexually assaulted. Reena said that her mother had thrown her out when she was eleven, “after her boyfriend called me a parasite.” She had been molested “a lot, but I was probably asking for it.” Her neighbor Julie had a meth habit and had lost custody of her kids; her man was in prison. Lala lived with her cats and an abusive boyfriend. Frizzle, an ex-gangster and recovering meth addict, had been homeless much of her adult life. Her mother had been an addict, her step-grandfather had molested her; she’d had her first child at fifteen. She’d heard voices since she was a child and had been approved for mental health supportive housing but couldn’t seem to take the final step to claim it. She lived in two trash-strewn trailers with twenty-one dogs.

Predation and violence ruled. Anyone who left their “spot,” even for a day, risked having everything stolen. A man was shot in the head in broad daylight, and his wife, who could identify the shooter, hid in terror in her trailer. It was a new world, of multigenerational suffering within a vicious, fentanyl-and-meth economy controlled by gangs with cartel ties.

But the animals were the same. In the first six months that Lori and Gerardo tried to make contact with the RV dwellers, more than sixty puppies were born, all of them the big husky and pit mixes that already filled local shelters. Rescuers could pull and transport and adopt twenty-four hours a day, and in a week, this off-the-grid community would undo it all.

And as in the past, Lori found allies to spread the word that she, Gerardo, and then Gabby could be trusted. Julie allowed Lori to neuter her husky, a dog that had already fathered something like a hundred puppies across the neighborhood. Lori paid a full-price $450 out of pocket for the surgery at the first available vet she could find because it was worth every penny to shut down that pipeline. Reena gave her blessing when Lori offered to sterilize her little pit, Kiki—the vet guessed that the dog was around six and had already borne as many litters. DDR sterilized all of Frizzle’s twenty-one dogs. Eddie, a heroin addict who lived in the area with his mother and four Chihuahuas, pulled out $20 to persuade a hostile owner to give up the injured and half-dead pit bull he’d been keeping locked in an unspeakable trailer. (The dog survived, though he would never walk right again and, when his owner said he didn’t want a crippled pet, went to live in the DDR kennel.) Lori, Gerardo, and Gabby also talked to people about human services available to them.

“Sometimes I wish I hadn’t started here because I think about it all the time,” Lori told me. She came whenever she could, on lunch hours, weekends, to bring bags of dog food, vets and vet techs with vaccines, just to engage in conversation. The allure of a place so foul and people so marginal was hard for me to understand. She tried to explain.

Being on the street put her in the zone, she said, a place where she lived outside herself, unaware of time passing. “The people caught up in this world are in survival mode. They’re raw and unpredictable, almost like animals, and I have to be careful to stay present and pay attention. It’s not work. It’s being creative. I’m not trying to fix people anymore, I’m designing solutions. I was put on this earth to do something, and it’s not making furniture.”

And someone like Reena, who had descended to a place so far from ordinary life she might never come back?

“Everyone deserves dignity,” Lori said. “I see this as an opportunity to demonstrate compassion and connection on a high level to the human who has no hope.”

Stories of compassion and connection were woven throughout DDR’s history. After volunteer Sandy Dragotis helped the homeless man named Drew, she’d taken on Ted, an illiterate and solitary older alcoholic who was being pushed out from his longtime space under a Compton bridge. DDR registered Ted for Social Security, found him an apartment, made sure his rent was paid.

An addict Lori met when he lived with his dog in Dome Village, now housed and sober, wrote her a letter of thanks. “Lori, you’re one of my dearest friends and you barely know me. And that’s ok. You have a multitude of those just like me. I know it was keeping my promise to find [my dog] and I a forever home that brought me out of my 28 years of homelessness. And you helped her stay alive long enough for me to keep my promise. Through her, you were there for me. Know what you do and did made and make a difference.”

In a year among the RVs of Southeast LA, Lori, Gerardo, Gabby, Amanda, and a changing group of volunteer medical workers vaccinated a hundred dogs and a few cats, sterilized eighty-five, rescued a tiny, starving kitten, took in a female dog and her six puppies after their person was hit by a car and broke her knee, and drove a badly injured cat to the vet.

“I was praying for help last night,” said the cat’s weeping owner. “And here you are.”

They referred people to homeless services agencies, paid for Lala and her cats to have a few respite nights in a motel room with a shower and bed. They helped Eddie, the heroin addict who lived with his mother, enroll in a subsidized training program to become a dog groomer. “I’ve got a job,” he texted Gerardo. “You changed my life, man.”

Gabby rushed one man’s pit bull to the vet after it was hit by a car and saved its life. He thanked her, saying, “You’re an angel.”

“An angel,” she said when she told me the story. “I’m not just my prison husband’s wife or the gangster girl, I’m Gabby from DDR. The dog lady. I’m not a felon, I’m not a fuckup, I’m a person who needed a second chance and Lori gave it to me.” She started to cry. “She rescued me. This has been the happiest time of my life. She brought me everything that I’d lost. She gave me myself back. This is who I was meant to be.”
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THIS IS NOT A STANDARD RESCUE STORY. IF IT WERE, GABBY’S triumphant cry—accompanied by an adorable picture of the now-recovered meth puppy—would mark its end. But in DDR, Lori always said, “We work with what is, not what we think should be.”

The puppy taken from Reena’s trailer did survive and was adopted. After Reena gave its littermates to Lori, all were adopted into safer new homes. But in 2023, other good news was hard to come by. Talk of an Ivy League–admissions-level scarcity of rescue pets was a fading memory. During the pandemic, the need to preserve medical supplies for human needs combined with a vet and vet-tech shortage that had been building for years made pet sterilization almost impossible to access. By late 2022, one study suggested that around 2.7 million animals had not gotten the surgery and remained fertile. The number that would give birth, and whose offspring would go on to have litters of their own, the authors concluded, meant that “conditions are ripe for a reversal of the [pet] population control gains of the past decade.”1

Sure enough, post-pandemic, shelters and rescue groups faced a tidal wave of puppies and kittens. “We’re on the fourth generation of . . . unwanted litters,” one Virginia-based rescuer told a reporter.2

“Before COVID, I can’t remember when I last got a litter,” said Carole Pearson, who runs the Los Angeles–area rescue Dawg Squad. “Since the beginning of 2023, I’ve taken in five, each with three to five dogs. Triple that amount, and that’s how many requests I’ve said no to, because I have no space.”

Humans had their own problems. The pandemic years had multiplied the wealth of America’s billionaires, but many ordinary workers remained on the financial edge.3 In 2021, as government financial assistance and child tax credits expired, inflation rose, as did rents, and evictions that had been stopped by tenant protections began to spike.4 Low-cost housing continued to disappear. In the first quarter of 2023, California landlords evoked the Ellis Act, a 1985 law that allows the removal of rent-controlled units from the market, at more than double the usual rate.5 A survey described as “the largest and most comprehensive investigation of California’s homeless population in decades” found that nationwide only thirty-three units of available affordable housing existed for every one hundred extremely low-income households. (In California, there were only twenty-four.) Inequality was its widest in decades, with an especially huge racial “wealth gap,” with white households holding some 80 percent of the nation’s assets.6

More than half a million Americans were experiencing homelessness, with around 75,000 of them, disproportionately people of color, in Los Angeles County.7 Most of the California homeless lived outside, almost 20 percent were women, many of them victims of domestic violence, and close to half were over the age of fifty and homeless for the first time in their lives.8 Conditions on Skid Row were, if possible, worse than ever. (“What century is this?” Los Angeles Times columnist Steve Lopez had written a few years earlier, when a rat infestation led to a typhus outbreak.9) Use of fentanyl and “tranq,” the animal tranquilizer xylazine, were leading to a jump in overdose deaths.10 Six unhoused people died every day.11

In a sad replay of the 2008 recession, struggling people gave up their pets. In New York City, owner surrender grew by 25 percent, mostly longtime family pets let go for financial reasons.12 In Philadelphia’s ten lowest-income zip codes, surrender rose 31 percent.13 In Kansas City, it was up 100 percent, and in San Antonio, the increase was simply described as “exponential.”14 In July 2023, the national database Shelter Animals Count reported an 18 percent increase in stray intake since 2021. (Owners faced with a fee to surrender a pet often claim they’ve found a stray.) Shelters filled, then overflowed, and Best Friends reported that for the first time in five years, shelter euthanasia rates had actually risen. Shelter Animals Count acknowledged that “we’re putting down good dogs.”15

The South LA shelter grew so crowded that even big dogs were being housed two to a kennel, and a Los Angeles Times exposé revealed that many animals were going weeks or sometimes months without being walked or taken out of their cages.16

Overwhelmed local rescue groups pleaded for help on Facebook: “If you’re not following the news, things are as bad as they’ve been in a long time.”

The year before, Heidi Marston, the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority’s executive director, had resigned after a dispute over the low wages being paid to agency staff. (A year later, the Los Angeles Times reported that some homeless outreach workers made so little they couldn’t afford housing themselves.17) “Homelessness is a scar on the face of our nation,” Marston wrote in a letter she made public. But while cities and agencies sought to “blame and problem-solve around visible targets,” she said, the true villains “looming at the origin and growth of homelessness [were] ‘shadow monsters’ . . . systemic racism, low wages and high cost of living, lack of access to affordable health care, inequity in education and housing, and many others . . .”18

It was abundantly clear now that those same “shadow monsters” had haunted humane efforts to “save them all” from the start, and now hovered over the full shelters and struggling rescue groups.

“It’s not a pet problem or a people problem, it’s a poverty problem,” Lori had said, and the words rang more true than ever.

“Nearly all animal welfare challenges are inextricably linked to poverty and unequal access to resources,” Aimee Gilbreath told a reporter in 2021, a statement she reaffirmed when we spoke. “It’s really daunting when you realize the scale. I admire Lori for being willing to do things on the front lines that many of us don’t have the soul for. But animal welfare can’t solve poverty. Support programs can’t solve poverty. This—and this is Aimee speaking personally—this is not going to go away until we deal with income inequality.”

“How do you not feel despair?” I asked Lori in mid-2023. It was nearly thirty years since she and Richard Tuttelmondo, with whom she still worked side by side at Modernica, had seen dogs on the downtown streets and said “someone should do something.” Apart from the larger social problems, it had been a personally trying couple of months. AlignCare was steadily enrolling new clients and had received substantial sums from the LA Mayor’s Fund and Koret Shelter Medicine Program’s California for All Animals grant. But full funding remained elusive, a reminder that within the humane and larger philanthropic worlds, affordable vet care was still not a top priority. She had worked hard to get Frizzle, an RV dweller, into supportive housing, but at the last minute, the woman had refused to go. Not long after, she was badly beaten in a street fight. Reena had given Lori her two last dogs, Luna and Kiki, then changed her mind and demanded all of them back. When Lori refused, she exploded.

“You fucked me over!” she yelled. She was very high. “You lied to me!”

“I didn’t lie to you,” Lori said, looking around to see who was listening.

“No one hears you! No one cares! I’m so fucking sick of you!” Screaming, Reena followed Lori to her car. “I’m gonna tell you one thing: I WANT MY DOGS BACK! And if I ever see you here again!”—she slammed the heel of her hand on the driver’s side window, and Lori escaped, leaving her in the middle of the trash-strewn street. Soon word came back that Lori was no longer safe there.

DDR had been forced to halt a new outreach in Skid Row when it became evident that some owners would never stop breeding their dogs since they could sell the puppies for drug money. The animals weren’t pets, Lori said, but “ATM machines.” Meanwhile, newly minted activists who had discovered the Row and South LA were loudly demanding the immediate rescue of the area’s resident animals, even forming posses to grab them. One small group paid cash to take three dogs from Lori’s RV dwellers, though not before being surrounded and held hostage for a few hours. Soon, out came the old demonizing tropes, posted on Facebook: “This sweet-faced precious soul [a pit bull] was saved from a piece of human garbage.”

One newcomer lambasted Lori: “You’ve been funded for years. You’ve let this go on.”

That didn’t sit well at all. Why were none of these people raising money for a vet clinic in Watts? Lori asked. Why weren’t they lobbying for mental health services and supportive housing? Demanding the city, county, and state get more involved and for this to become something beyond a fur baby issue? The day we spoke, Gerardo had phoned about an unhoused family that needed diapers; not one of the social services agencies they called could help. Lori went to Target and bought the diapers herself. One of DDR’s young clients and his dog had been stabbed outside their homeless shelter and the perpetrator neither evicted nor charged. It had been Lori and Amanda who paid to put the two in a motel until safe new housing could be arranged. None of the newbies out to save Skid Row pets did that kind of hands-on work. None of them mentioned how often they dialed Lori’s phone number when facing some complicated or expensive intervention. An unhoused person’s dog had pyometra and required emergency surgery?—“Call DDR, they help the homeless.”

“You do the impossible, and it becomes the expectation,” she told me.

Sometimes I heard a new edge of anger in her voice. “People educating me that this situation exists!” But despair? She shook her head. Partly because of her pioneering work, programs to keep pets and people together continued to spread across the humane world, with scattered signs of what Allison Cardona called “a shift from saviorism to partnership and collaboration.”

Anyone could be part of this change, Lori said. “Sometimes people tell me, ‘Oh, things are so terrible, what can I do?’ and I always say, ‘Start small. Don’t look at the overwhelming bigger picture, with all the things that you can’t do anything about. In order to not feel helpless, you have to find one little thing you can do. Help one person in the community. Volunteer with a rescue, doing whatever you’re good at.’

“Just know that you’re not going to fix this,” she added. Because “this”—the crowded shelters, the rising euthanasia rates, the dogs on Skid Row, their abusive owners—was not “the problem,” but a symptom of it.

She understood why people like Frizzle and Reena resisted change. “I feed a group of feral cats at Modernica. They’re free, they could go anywhere, but they stay near the food bowls. They have a routine, it’s what they know. We’re the same. For some people, it’s not just doing drugs, it’s the hunt for the drugs, the meeting up to buy, knowing who sells and who has money you could borrow . . . These are your people and your life. It’s comforting and familiar. A lifetime of gangbanging, generations of dysfunctional families and homelessness . . . When I say ‘You could get off the street,’ it’s like saying ‘You could win the lottery.’ This is not about suffering dogs. It’s a humanitarian crisis.”

She had plans. She’d recently rented a South Gate storefront to create a thrift shop selling discounted pet supplies. “Clancy’s Closet,” supported by Michelson Found Animals Foundation funding, would serve low-income pet owners, with any profit going back to DDR. It also would be a place where clients looking to step back into the world could get work experience. Signing the store lease had been the first time in her life that she’d taken such a big step without worrying or asking someone else for advice. “I had complete faith that every single thing would work out.” A few months later, she hired a vet and vet tech and brought a rented contractor’s shed to Modernica to outfit as the “Cat Box Clinic.” One evening a week, DDR would offer low- and no-cost vaccinations, health exams, and treatment of skin and ear infections to South LA cat owners.

“I used to want to help everyone do everything so they wouldn’t feel pain,” she said. “Now I know I’m not going to be able to help every person, just like I can’t help every cat or dog. All I can do is accept where they are, chip away to the point where they get some of their basic needs met. Reduce their suffering. It’s the suffering—of people, animals—that I can’t walk away from. For both the people and the animals, this is a marathon. When I talk about our work, I emphasize that it’s lasting relationships we’re building, for generations. When our counselors get discouraged, I tell them, ‘You’re planting seeds. Trees take a long time to grow.’”

Nights at the DDR kennel are dark. A breeze comes off the LA River, and from a nearby freeway the low rumble of trucks carrying shipping containers south to the port. Behind the green walls, below the razor wire, several dozen dogs curl up in igloo shelters in their outside runs. Those that sleep inside near Lori are on their cushions and orthopedic beds. She knows each one intimately—what gives them pleasure, what they need. With a blanket and kibble-filled Kong toy in his crate, wild Franco, a black German shepherd–pit, will lie as contented as a baby. Bernadette, who came from Rosalie Bardwell’s Compton yard, nuzzles a doggy popsicle with a Milk-Bone handle; she talks in her sleep. Her littermate Curtis has died, as has Rosalie herself. Nena, a gray pit, and red shepherd Candy Cane share “the senior suite.” The two always stay together. (Both also try to bite people.) Panda, who started life amid the Southeast LA RVs, will roam, stealing shoes and gathering them in a pile. Reena’s former dog Luna is in a foster home, but Kiki demands a pillow, a blanket, and the radio kept on low all night.

The dogs are Lori’s family. She loves them, has loved them all—Maya, Yuki, Sinbad, Freeway, Chasui, Petey, Precious, and, above all, Clancy, whose portrait hangs in his namesake thrift store and above Lori’s Modernica desk. When she dies, she says, she wants to be cremated, her ashes mixed with theirs and scattered in the hills above LA. They have been her happiness and her center. “Animals don’t mask things. They’re raw. Real. I don’t have a relationship with a human like that. I joke with people that I’m feral. But it’s true.”

Life on the street is complicated, but not here. Playtime, dinner, bed. She pads from one cushion to the next, adjusting blankets and offering pats. It’s not even 9:00 but she’ll be up before 4:00 a.m. to feed and water everyone, let them out for a romp, and read the dozens of emotional texts and emails that are sure to be waiting before she leaves for work. The dogs huff and sigh as they settle. She will fall asleep to the soft sound of their snores.

“This was the dream,” she told me. “This was always the dream.”
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