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			Praise for Rescue Dogs

			“Rescue Dogs gives voice to the thousands of animals waiting in shelters across the country for adoption, and the thousands more who suffer and die to supply pet stores. Yet for all he has witnessed, Pete Paxton never loses empathy for the people who have failed these animals. This may be the biggest contributor to his success as an investigator and an advocate.”

			— Scott Howe, Executive Director and CEO, Animal Rescue Fund of the Hamptons

			“Pete Paxton is truly a hero, and in this game-changing new book, you can learn from him how to be one, too. This heartbreaking, and heartwarming, manifesto not only provides first-hand undercover accounts of the hidden horrors that too many dogs undergo, but at the same time, it walks you through everything you need to know to turn your own rescue dog’s life around. A hugely important read for anyone who cares about dogs.”

			— Mariann Sullivan, cofounder of Our Hen House and host of The Animal Law podcast

			“Rescue Dogs is a must-read for any dog lover. Stories of truth, heartbreak, and triumph are detailed in a way that reflects the puppy mill and breeding industry, educating people who may not know the realities of these places otherwise. Rescue Dogs gives the average dog lover true insight into the realities that some dogs face and animal welfare workers learn.”

			— Katera Berent, communications and events manager, Austin Pets Alive!

			“Pete Paxton is an American hero: He has done more good work for dogs than anyone could possibly imagine. Inside this book are the extraordinary tales of his gripping adventures in the underbelly of the canine world, and then sound advice on what to do once you decide that you need to bring a rescue dog home. If you love dogs, you will absolutely love this book.”

			—Rip Esselstyn, founder of Engine 2 and host of the Plant-Strong podcast

			“What is a rescue dog? And who does the rescuing? Pete Paxton and Gene Stone’s book explains it all through moving stories of dogs and their people, the work done by animal organizations both large and small, and how each of us can play a part. Rescue Dogs is the perfect primer for anyone interested in the work of rehoming pets and the joy brought by dogs who help us define what it means to have a home.”

			—Ken Foster, bestselling author of The Dogs Who Found Me

			“I don’t know the last time I’ve read a book as important as this one—you will leave this wonderfully well-written, totally engaging book with a powerful understanding about the way dogs are treated in this country—and what you can do about it. Highly recommended!”

			—Kathy Freston, New York Times–bestselling author and wellness activist

			“What an extraordinary and important book this is—it’s gripping and heartwarming, informative and entertaining. And I suspect it’s impossible to read without wanting to go out and rescue a dog—or two!”

			—Gene Baur, president and cofounder of Farm Sanctuary

			“Thanks to undercover investigators like Pete, many more people now understand that despite the deceptive advertising in stores and on websites, puppies sold in pet stores and online usually come from puppy mills, where dogs are raised in miserable conditions solely to churn out puppies for an unsuspecting public. Pete’s tips on how to adopt a rescue dog and his advice for budding advocates will help inspire dog lovers to become part of the change until no more puppies are sold in pet stores and no more homeless dogs go without a family.”

			—Kathleen Summers, director of outreach and research for the Humane Society of the United States’ puppy mill campaign

			“Before you get a dog, buy this fascinating, beautifully written book that’s both an adventure story and a how-to. Once you’ve read it, you will probably want to go right out and rescue a dog—and two lives will be forever changed.”

			—David Coman-Hidy, president of the Humane League
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			INTRODUCTION

			My name is Pete. I’m an undercover animal investigator.

			You could be forgiven for thinking that’s something out of Ace Ventura: Pet Detective.

			Rather, I investigate the places that few people have seen—or ever want to see. I’ve infiltrated puppy mills that churn out thousands of puppies per year, seedy brokers who hoard puppies and peddle them off to research labs, and massive pet store chains. For eighteen years I have crisscrossed the country, talking my way into jobs at some of the most horrific puppy mills to gather evidence for law enforcement. I’ve gone to great lengths to avoid detection. I’ve cut, dyed, and shaved my hair multiple times; grown a beard so thick my friends didn’t recognize me; switched accents when conducting investigations; developed a habit of wearing only neutral-colored clothing so I’m not easily recognized in crowds; changed my driver’s license up to three times a year; and legally changed my name three times as well (my real name actually isn’t Pete). My work has been the subject of two HBO documentaries, a National Geographic documentary, and countless magazine articles and television interviews. Most important, I have helped thousands of abused dogs find loving homes.
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					COURTESY OF THE COMPANION ANIMAL PROTECTION SOCIETY

					Typical puppy mill dogs are confined without any mental stimulation and are treated as breeding machines to churn out dogs for pet stores and online sellers. Taken at the puppy mill of Clinton Michel in Long Lane, Missouri.

				
			
			Much of my work against puppy mills is on behalf of a small nonprofit called the Companion Animal Protection Society (CAPS). CAPS is run by Deborah Howard, an ambitious, focused, and tenacious woman who has made fighting puppy mills her life’s work. Deborah has a handful of employees and many volunteers. Collectively, their efforts support tougher regulations on dog breeders and on pet stores from selling puppies and kittens from breeders. CAPS posts evidence online that is easily found by the public, and it takes risks. It’s the only nonprofit that consistently puts investigators’ field notes on its website for the public to see, allowing for full transparency. You don’t have to trust CAPS’s claims with blind faith or dig through websites to verify them; you can see the footage for yourself.

			I’ve made my career operating in a nebulous area of the law. My work involves lying to people and gaining employment under false pretenses. It involves secretly filming people and their actions. It means gaining the trust of others—some of them bad, some of them good—and then breaking it repeatedly. Cops have threatened to arrest me more times than I can count. I’ve sat in the back of police cars arguing with officers about their local trespassing and audio recording laws. Throughout all this time, Deborah and CAPS have stood by and supported me. We’ve shut down some of the worst offenders and galvanized public support to pass new statewide laws to protect dogs.

			I put myself through the emotional, physical, and financial abuse for one simple reason: I love dogs. I love happy dogs and sad dogs. I love old dogs who take halting steps and look intently at the floor as they scuttle past; young puppies who spin in circles, unable to contain their excitement; and stoic hunters who go about their lives with a sense of duty and loving loyalty. I love them all, regardless of where they have come from, who owns them, or what problems they may have.

			I especially love the shivering dogs who fear everyone they see. I relate to them more than I do to people. All too often, people think rescue dogs’ tough backgrounds mean they come with incurable disorders and irreparable damage. But I’ve seen firsthand how dogs who are rescued from the most terrible conditions can overcome their dark days to become wonderful companions for humans. I firmly believe that with a little bit of help, the vast majority of rescue dogs prove to be loving, loyal, and safe companions.

			

			•   •   •

			I’ve rescued dogs from some of the worst places on earth. Some of these cases involved my going undercover for six months or longer and coordinating with local law enforcement, the media, and other activist groups. A successful rescue operation requires countless moving parts and hard work from dozens, if not hundreds, of people. But sometimes a successful rescue can be achieved by one guy in a truck. This is the story of Daisy, my simplest rescue, but also one of the most meaningful to me.

			I was several years into my career as an undercover investigator, with a number of major victories under my belt. But I was burned out after spending nearly all my time on the road. I decided to unwind for a few weeks, visiting my parents, who lived in a military town. There, every time local soldiers were deployed, dogs would be surrendered to shelters or abandoned on the streets. The local community rallied to provide temporary homes for these stray dogs or bring them to no-kill shelters. The roster included Buddy, a skinny chow mix covered in two hundred ticks; Sandy, a leggy, athletic dog who loved to run through the woods; Snowcap, a beautiful, gentle husky; and Charlie, a beagle adopted by my parents’ next-door neighbor.

			Then there was Daisy. I found Daisy on my way to a local motocross track. Stopped at a traffic light, I saw a skinny, slow-moving dog wandering through the intersection. I threw my truck into park, jumped out, and, despite the dog’s attempt to escape my clutches, hugged her tightly to my chest. She just didn’t have it in her to move fast. I placed a leash around her neck. She began to convulse and whine. As I picked her up and carried her across the road, I felt her shaking violently.

			Once inside my truck, Daisy sat quietly, still shaking and cowering toward the passenger-side door. A shepherd mix with dirty, matted brown, black, and white fur, she had a long snout, ears that pointed straight up, and a bushy tail. She looked to be about seven years old. She was barely twenty-five pounds, but she should have weighed closer to forty. Her teeth, stained and brown, were worn down almost to the gums—a sign that she had been chewing on rope and had spent most of her days tied up.

			Daisy was sick, and her frightened behavior would make her unadoptable. She would be killed immediately at a normal shelter, and all the no-kill shelters in the area were full. I turned my truck around and brought her to my parents’ house. At the time our family dog, Scotty, was in very poor health. A nineteen-year-old cairn terrier, Scotty had lived the spoiled life. But now his heart was expanding, putting pressure on his lungs. Soon he would need to be put to sleep. My parents agreed to take Daisy in, but they made it clear they were not going to keep her once Scotty passed. They could never replace Scotty.
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					Daisy healed my parents and me when we grieved Scotty’s passing. We knew Scotty never could be replaced, and we eventually learned that Daisy never could either.

				
			
			I named the little rescue Daisy. It was an optimistic name; I hoped this poor, pitiful creature would blossom into a dog who wasn’t terrified of people. Although she did start to relax around me, she continued to shake uncontrollably around my father despite his affection toward her. In fact, whenever a strange man entered the home, Daisy would run to the back door, her eyes wild and body trembling. Yet Scotty loved having Daisy around. He would lie next to her, the two senior dogs enjoying each other’s warm company. His body was slowly shutting down, but Daisy helped him be at peace for his final weeks of life.

			One day Scotty couldn’t get up, and we knew it was time. Daisy must have sensed what was happening, because she refused to leave his side. We took Scotty to the vet and stood next to him as he lay down calmly on the exam table. We petted and soothed him while he received one injection to render him unconscious and another to stop his heart. In silence, and with no movement other than his chest letting out one final breath, Scotty passed away.

			At this point, Daisy, still a guest in my parents’ home, hadn’t yet adjusted. She still needed to be reassured that any man in the house wasn’t going to beat her, that we were nearby, and that we weren’t angry with her. My parents were devastated after Scotty’s passing, but they were also used to having a fluffball to spoil. Now that Scotty was gone, my mother began counting on seeing Daisy bound joyfully through the yard while she was gardening. My dad loved coming home and petting Daisy on the head, watching as she gradually but surely realized he was a friend. But she was still a “temporary” dog.

			After a few months, Daisy started barking at strangers who were strolling down the street. This meant she was feeling a part of our pack and that she had a role to play: guard dog. My parents’ initial resolve not to keep Daisy faded. Daisy needed care and emotional support, but so did my parents. It turned out the only thing that could comfort us after Scotty died was another dog. Being able to heal Daisy was exactly what healed us.

			I didn’t rescue Daisy from a puppy mill or a research lab. Rescuing her didn’t require hidden cameras, lawyers, the media, or the countless other moving parts that are necessary in my work. Daisy wasn’t even the first dog I rescued, but in many ways she was the most important. Undercover animal investigations is not a lucrative job. I’m traveling constantly. I don’t see my family enough. I have to lie repeatedly. I sometimes work beside dangerous people who would not appreciate being secretly recorded. Many of the law enforcement officials I work with are diligent and professional, but some are good old boys who view me as a threat. I see dogs hit, punched, and killed—and many times there is nothing I can do. I invest every ounce of energy into shutting down a puppy mill, then watch as another dozen pop up the following week.

			All this takes a physical and emotional toll. But Daisy reminded me every day why I got involved in rescue work in the first place. By finding her forever home, she gave hope to the millions of strays, puppy mill dogs, and other rescues who are still searching for theirs. I’ve devoted my life to helping them.

			

			•   •   •

			This book is divided into three parts. In Part 1, I share the stories of eight individual dogs from my eighteen years of investigations. Although their stories are very different, they collectively paint a portrait of how dogs are bought and sold in America. Some of these stories have happy endings. Others do not. You’ll meet Spot, the first dog I ever tried to rescue; Rebel, who was owned by one of the country’s most notorious dog traffickers, a man who made his existence peddling dogs to research labs; the “perfect puppy,” one of 86,000 nameless puppies who each year passed through the doors of the single largest broker of dogs in the country, where I worked for six months; Sugar, whom I rescued from an unsettling puppy mill operator turned exorcist; a white Pomeranian who taught me that sometimes the greatest obstacle for helping abused dogs is law enforcement itself; Davida, whose story helped lead to a landmark legislative victory for animal rights in Pennsylvania; an English bulldog named Maggie, whom I met working undercover at one of the most horrific puppy mills in history; and, finally, Emma, a very special Chihuahua whose story proves that even the most innocent-seeming kennels can harbor horrendous abuse.

			Together, these stories point to a single conclusion: Your search for a dog should begin and end at your local animal shelter. Every year, 670,000 shelter dogs are euthanized, while approximately 2 million are purchased from stores and kennels. By purchasing a dog, no matter from where, you are contributing to the puppy mill industry.

			If you are considering adopting a rescue dog, or if you recently have, Part 2 will guide you through everything you need to know. I draw on my firsthand experience to help you every step of the way, from choosing the right shelter to preparing your home and family for the unique needs of a rescue dog. Rescue dogs are special because they are survivors. They are hardy, strong, and infinitely adaptable. Rescues need to have navigated terrifying ordeals simply to have made it to a shelter. This may make them wary and suspicious of new environments, but it also means they learn and acclimate quickly. You’ll learn about common rescue dog behavior, how to train rescues, and how to bond with them. Dogs rescued from puppy mills will respond to different methods than strays, who will respond different from owner surrenders. I’ve seen it all, and I believe that any dog can become a safe, loving, and loyal member of your family.

			Throughout Part 2 you’ll also read stories from people all over the world who decided to save a life and enrich their own forever.

			But the rescue does not end at the shelter. You don’t have to dedicate your life to working undercover to fight dog abuse, nor even adopt a dog. There’s room for everyone in this fight. In Part 3, you’ll read about ways to make life better for the rescues of tomorrow. This fight is winnable. For example, thanks to steady pressure by activists, California has effectively banned pet stores from selling non-rescued dogs. Pennsylvania, once considered the “puppy mill capital of the east,” has passed two landmark laws that shut down nearly 75 percent of the state’s puppy mills. Similar laws were passed in Missouri, a state notorious for being a hotbed of dog abuse, and its puppy mill population shrank from 2,000 to 809. While the diligent work of investigators helped spark these efforts, these laws never would have been possible without phone calls, letters, and petitions from people like you.

			Dogs have walked steadfastly by our side for more than ten thousand years. Without them, the human race may not have survived. We have repaid this favor by tinkering with the extremes of genetics to produce dogs matching our fleeting needs. Our most loyal friends deserve better. This book is about my career, but it’s also about the 3.3 million dogs who pass through shelters every year, desperate for a loving home. This is my story—and theirs.
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			SPOT

			The Dog Who Changed My Life

			I owe my career to a dog named Spot.

			In 1998, I was volunteering for Habitat for Humanity in Fayetteville, North Carolina, helping to repair homes for economically disadvantaged people. I was pursuing a career in law enforcement at the time. Police officers I’d greatly respected told me how much of their job was social work, so I was determined to begin meeting and helping people from very different backgrounds. Habitat for Humanity was the perfect way to do this.

			After doing extensive repairs we always had leftover wood. My friend Ed Avent, who managed the Habitat volunteers, had met an old woman named Ms. Baker, who lived nearby and struggled to heat her home in the winter. He suggested we drop the extra wood at her house so she could burn it in her stove. The next day I threw the wood into my truck and drove over to Ms. Baker’s house.

			She lived at the end of a dirt road. The only buildings on it were her house and the church she attended. Her yard was a muddy patch of ground filled with weeds. Ms. Baker, in her eighties and very overweight, struggled to move around on her own. She had a thick Southern accent and managed to inject “the Lord” into nearly every sentence. Ms. Baker lived alone with a German shepherd–chow chow mix named Spot, a gorgeous dog with a flowing, lionlike mane, rounded black ears, and eyes that were playful and wild. He was only two or three years old, but Ms. Baker was struggling to take care of him. Spot lived outdoors in a dilapidated wooden doghouse. When I first saw him, he was nibbling on moldy biscuits and lapping up muddy sludge from his water bowl. His soaking-wet fur was caked in months-old mud, and he was tethered to the doghouse with a chain so mangled it was gouging his neck. He was at least fifteen pounds underweight.

			I approached Ms. Baker while she sat in her porch rocking chair. “Ms. Baker,” I said, “I can’t help but notice that Spot isn’t doing very well. He’s so wet, and that chain is causing him to bleed.”

			“Mm-hmm,” Ms. Baker replied. “Thank you for the firewood.”

			“If you don’t mind, I’m going to start coming by and feeding him and changing his water. I’ll also walk him and I’ll keep bringing you firewood. Deal?” Ms. Baker huffed, harrumphed, and then agreed.

			For the next few months I regularly visited Spot and Ms. Baker with an armload of firewood and a pocketful of kibble. At first Spot was just as skeptical of me as his owner was. He’d growl and nip at my hand when I gave him food; as he had never been trained, he hadn’t learned to associate humans with care and shelter. Ms. Baker probably never petted him or let him inside the house, only occasionally tossing him scraps from her porch. Spot’s entire life had been spent inside or next to that tiny doghouse. He had never learned to interact with another living thing and therefore was reverting to his most base instincts. When I stood next to him while he was eating, he thought I was threatening his catch. When I came over to pet him, he thought I was attacking.

			For the first several weeks I tossed Spot his food from a distance, but I made sure he knew it was coming from me. After he had eaten, I’d slowly approach, hold out my hand, and allow him to smell me for as long as he wanted. Sometimes he’d let me get close enough to attach a leash; other times he lunged at me and we’d have to try again the next day.

			I had to learn to approach Spot calmly and confidently. If I acted with purpose, he was calmer. If I was hesitant, he would lash out. If I managed to coax him close to me, he’d let me pet and hold him for an hour. Once, while out for a walk, I came too close while Spot was sniffing a log and he lunged at me, barking and snapping. I retrieved a piece of baseboard from my truck and bound it to my jean jacket to protect my arm.

			“Easy, Spot,” I said. “Relax.” I approached him again, and his ears were sticking back in submission. I waited until he calmed down and then brought him back to his doghouse. Spot was always calmer after he walked in the woods; he couldn’t focus until he had burned off excess energy. If he wanted to go for another walk, we did that. If he wanted to slobber my face with kisses, we did that. Sometimes, all Spot wanted to do was sit with me and listen to the distant hum of traffic. We’d do that for hours at a time.

			After several months Spot would come to me when I called him. He trusted me to refill his food dish. He patiently waited for me to slip the leash around his neck. He was gaining weight. When I pointed out how much better Spot was doing, Ms. Baker said, “Mm-hmm, thanks for the firewood.”

			I loved taking care of Spot, but I couldn’t stay in Fayetteville forever. In the back of my mind, I knew the grim truth: As soon as I left, it would be back to the moldy biscuits, the muddy water bowl, the mangled chain. Spot wouldn’t survive the winter.

			“Ms. Baker,” I pleaded. “Please let me take Spot. I can find him a good home.”

			She replied, “Nope. Thanks for the firewood.”

			I offered to bring her a year’s supply of firewood. I offered to give her money for Spot. I all but fell onto my knees and begged, but she merely said: “Nope.”

			If I couldn’t convince Ms. Baker to give up Spot, maybe someone else could. I knew she attended the church next door—what if I could speak to her pastor? Later that day I strolled over to the church, a medium-sized building nestled between two billboards on US 401. I wandered inside and found the church’s manager. She was a kind-looking woman who listened intently as I explained the situation.

			“I was hoping you or the pastor could speak with Ms. Baker about her dog, Spot,” I said. “She really isn’t able to care for him anymore and I’m worried he won’t survive the cold weather.”

			“That is so kind of you to bring this to our attention,” the woman replied. “Please follow me.” Finally, I thought. Now we’re getting somewhere. She walked me down a long corridor and opened a door leading back outside the building. “Out here, if you don’t mind,” the woman said. “This is such a noble concern you have.”

			I stepped outside and she slammed the door in my face.

			Since I wasn’t going to get much help from God on this one, I tried the next best thing: Cumberland County Animal Control. I spoke on the phone with a fellow who politely listened as I explained the situation once more.

			“Is there any way we can compel Ms. Baker to give up her dog?” I asked him.

			“I’m sorry, sir, there isn’t anything we can do. You said yourself that she’s feeding him and providing shelter.”

			“Moldy biscuits and a moldy doghouse with a hole in the roof.”

			The man sighed. “There’s nothing we can do if you’re also taking care of him.”

			It was a cruel catch-22: Animal control couldn’t help because I was keeping Spot alive. If I wanted to save him, I’d have to leave him and therefore inflict pain.

			“So if I leave him alone for a couple months, and his condition goes back to what it was, you can do something?” I asked, suppressing my anger.

			“Possibly, but you’ll need photographs. We’ll need proof of neglect.”

			I visited Spot one more time. I snapped a few pictures as he padded over to me and licked my hands. I was still astounded by how he had transformed from a skin-and-bones rage machine to a bubbly poofball. All it had taken was gentle reinforcement and regular attention. When we went for a walk, Spot bounded proudly at my side. Gone were the days when I had to strap a wooden board to my arm for protection. Spot had come to rely on me not just for food but for attention and joy. I was the only source of happiness in his life, and it was breaking my heart to leave him at the mercy of a person who was not capable of caring for him.

			I brought Ms. Baker one last load of firewood and said goodbye to Spot. He lay down next to his sad little doghouse and fell asleep. I drove off, hoping against hope he would still be alive in two months. My experience with Spot and Ms. Baker made me realize I enjoyed helping people. I wanted to do it for a living, so I soon enrolled in the local fire academy.

			When I returned to Ms. Baker’s home two months later, Spot was still alive—but only barely so. His fur was matted and covered in mud. His nails were overgrown. He had lost all the weight he had put on and then some. His muddy water bowl was leaking after he had nearly chewed through it. Spot was walking with a limp—his paw was caked with weeks-old blood. From a distance, he blended in with the muddy and feces-strewn ground he limped over. Spot looked at me with dim recognition, and he labored to his feet to say hello. He remembered.

			“Hey, buddy,” I said softly, snapping pictures of Spot’s sorry state. “It’s okay. It’ll all be okay. I’ll get you out of here.” Later that day I hand-delivered the photos to Cumberland County Animal Control. One of the officers agreed to pay Ms. Baker a visit. Encouraged, I began researching local shelters that could take Spot in. I even considered adopting Spot myself; he was such a special dog who deserved a loving home.

			The next day I brought Ms. Baker another load of firewood. Spot greeted me like he always did, and I tossed him a biscuit. Then the house’s screen door slammed. Ms. Baker was standing on her porch, leaning on a cane, glaring at me.

			“Get the hell away from my dog and get off my property!” she yelled. “And don’t you ever come back.”

			“Ma’am,” I said, perplexed, “I’m just here to drop off wood and feed Spot, like always.”

			“You’re here to steal my dog. The animal control people came by this morning and said you wanted them to take Spot away. I told them I never gave you permission to be on my property. Spot is my dog and I’ll take care of him however I see fit.”

			“Ms. Baker,” I pleaded, “I just want what’s best for Spot. He is literally dying right now. How can you not see that?”

			“He’s fine, I’m fine, and I’m calling the cops. Don’t ever come back on my property.”

			I begged Ms. Baker to let me take Spot. I appealed to her Christianity, desperately insisting that Jesus wouldn’t want such a loving animal to starve to death. She refused. I appealed to her greed, saying I would buy him and she could use the money to buy a better stove. She refused. I appealed to her sense of morality, explaining that Spot was happiest with people who could walk and play with him. She refused. I made the final agonizing steps back to my truck, hoping Ms. Baker would change her mind. Spot wagged his tail as I walked by. I held out my hand as he limped over to give me a sloppy kiss. I gave him a biscuit and patted him on the head. Then I climbed into my truck and left.

			I called Cumberland County Animal Control again, but it was clear they weren’t going to take action. In my experience, animal control almost never forcibly removes a companion animal from his or her owner unless neglect can be proven. Spot looked like crap, but Ms. Baker technically was providing food and water. And in a town of a hundred thousand people, there were too many strays, aggressive dogs, and wild animals the overburdened department needed to deal with. I was livid that they refused to help Spot, but there was nothing I could do.

			That night the temperatures dipped into the teens, and I considered driving back to Ms. Baker’s and taking Spot. To this day, when the temperature dips below freezing, I think about Spot shivering in his doghouse. But I didn’t go back. I honored Ms. Baker’s demands and I didn’t return to her property. I left Fayetteville after deciding to change careers and headed to Harris County, Texas, to take a job working at Special Pals, a no-kill shelter.

			More than a year later I was driving from Texas to my parents’ home in North Carolina. The route brought me near Fayetteville. I had avoided thinking about Spot and Ms. Baker, but as I saw the exit signs for Fayetteville along I-95, I knew I had to know. Good or bad, I needed closure. I took the exit and drove along US 401, past the chapel, and up Ms. Baker’s dirt driveway. There was Spot’s yard, the same dilapidated doghouse. Except Spot wasn’t there. In his place was a tiny, poofy, white Pomeranian puppy. She yipped at me as I peered at her. She was tied to a pole in the yard exactly in Spot’s place. Maybe Spot is hiding inside the doghouse, I thought dimly. But he wasn’t there.

			Ms. Baker was sitting on her rocking chair. “Hi, Ms. Baker,” I said. She nodded but didn’t seem to recognize me.

			“I used to bring you firewood and take care of Spot,” I continued. “I see you have a new dog. Is Spot around?”

			She sized me up briefly, then looked away into nothing. Then she said, flatly, “Gone.”

			I stared at her. I knew the answer before I asked, but hearing her say the word shook me to my core. I looked at the Pomeranian who had taken Spot’s place. She was eating the same moldy kibble and drinking from the same muddy water bowl. I turned to say something, anything, to Ms. Baker, but no words came. I went back to my truck and left.

			I made a decision later that night, one that would define the rest of my life. I wouldn’t let what happened to Spot happen to the Pomeranian, and I wouldn’t let it happen to any other abused dog I came across. This would mean upsetting dog owners. It would mean running afoul of law enforcement. I didn’t care. If I had to drive back from Texas twice a month just to rescue dogs from Ms. Baker, I’d still do it. She could report me to the police. I didn’t care. If saving this dog meant tacking a felony on to my record, so be it.

			A few days later I retrieved an old dog crate at my parents’ house and tossed it into the back of my truck. The weather report said that the temperature would be falling into the twenties—too cold for a months-old, malnourished Pomeranian. I gunned it down I-95, took the Fayetteville exit, and then tore past the church, my truck roaring as it flung up dust and gravel. I hurtled down Ms. Baker’s driveway and stopped in front of her house. I kept the engine running in case I needed to make a fast getaway.

			But the property was empty. The Pomeranian was gone. All that was left in her yard was the food bowl, the doghouse, and the mangled chain. Ms. Baker’s rocking chair sat still on the porch, creaking slightly in the wind. I walked onto the porch and peered through the window. The house had been cleaned out.

			I stopped by the church next door and inquired about Ms. Baker. She had died the previous week, a man told me. They didn’t know what happened to the Pomeranian.

			

			•   •   •

			My experience with Spot set me on an unorthodox path. I learned that otherwise good people are capable of immoral actions when it comes to animals. Why wouldn’t the local authorities simply enforce the law? Why wouldn’t the local church want to help a neglected animal? Why wouldn’t Ms. Baker give up a dog she imprisoned in a muddy yard? Against a community like that, saving dogs is very difficult. I’d learn this lesson again and again over my career. The entire community had to change. I needed to figure out how to go up against the system, not just individual people.

			In the meantime I was taking classes at a local community college, but they were having little impact on me. Instead, volunteering to feed the homeless and working at animal shelters made me feel like I was growing as a person. As much as I respected law enforcement for being on the front lines of protecting the defenseless in society, I realized I wouldn’t last long following orders that meant leaving dogs chained in front of moldy food.

			I dropped out of college with no clear plan for my future. It sounded foolish and romantic, but the more I thought about it, the more I needed to do something meaningful for animals. I moved back to Houston to continue working with Special Pals. I learned to be a vet tech for dogs. I helped nurse sick and injured animals back to health and foster them until they were adopted. I joined the Houston Animal Rights Team, learning how to stage protests and educate the public about animal rights issues. I joined forces with an activist named Joe Feduccia, who was fighting pound seizure—a little-known practice in which local pounds sell dogs and cats for medical experimentation. Knowing that the public would be on my side if they were aware of it, I attended a county commissioner meeting to demand an end to the practice. Refusing to step down after my allotted three minutes were up, I was swiftly dragged out of the courtroom by police. Fortunately, local TV networks had filmed the altercation and broadcast it on the local news. After a month-long public uproar, Harris County officially ended the policy.

			Being an activist was intoxicating. Even with limited resources, I could bring about meaningful change for dogs. But what about the other abuses that weren’t making the local news? It had taken months of legwork for Joe to even find out about pound seizure. My stunt at the courtroom was merely the final stride in a marathon that involved scores of phone calls, surveillance, and investigative reporting. I enjoyed being on television, but I wanted to be like Joe. The real activist work meant turning
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