

   
  Chapter One


  THEY SAY YOU NEVER ADOPT THE DOG YOU WANT. YOU ADOPT THE DOG you need. I didn’t think I needed a dog. I’d grown up with them and loved dogs, but I didn’t feel like anything was missing from my life without a dog. My husband, son, and I were a happy family, living in the warm golden desert of Las Vegas, Nevada. Sometimes the universe has other plans. Sometimes an unexpected gift can change everything—every part of your life, how you see yourself, and how you see everything and everyone else around you. Sometimes fate, or God, or the universe, or maybe even just a happy accident, has a way of giving you something that touches every part of your life, changes everything, turning everything it touches into gold. Such is the surprise the universe had in store when my son Aaron began pleading for a dog.


  “Mommy, Daddy, can we get a dog?”


  Our son was four years old the first time we heard that. We held out for two whole years, telling him no.


  “A dog is a lot of responsibility.”


  “A dog requires a lot of time and attention.”


  “Dogs need discipline and hard work.”


  Every justification we could think of, we gave him. But for the next two years, he kept asking. I have no idea where he could have gotten that stubborn streak. Must be from his father’s side. Then, right after his sixth birthday, I was perusing the internet randomly, and up popped a special “empty the shelter” adoption event held that weekend by one of the local animal shelters in town. They were waiving all adoption and spay/neuter fees.


  I showed it to my husband, Alan. “Babe, look at this.”


  He looked. “Oh, that’s a good deal.”


  “Aaron’s been hounding us for a dog for so long. Want to at least take a look?”


  He was hesitant. His only experience with owning dogs had been a childhood Akita with some significant aggression and behavioral problems. It certainly wasn’t the type of pet he was eager to have around his very young son. “I don’t know a lot about dogs. Don’t rescues generally have some problems?”


  “Sometimes, but not always.”


  “Well, you’re the dog person. As long as you pick the dog and make sure there are no big red flags, I’m good with it.”


  So that weekend we went to the crowded shelter. We got there early, but all the small dogs were already gone. We walked through the shelter, looking at all the excited dogs barking in their kennels. Aaron found one, a very sweet and playful pittie terrier mix named Puzzle. She was extremely friendly and outgoing, eagerly licking us through the front spokes of her kennel. Alan went to find an employee to get her out.
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  While Aaron and I waited, we walked down the rest of the row. There, at the end, was another dog. The sign on her kennel said she was an American Bully, was three years old, and that her name was Muse. Much larger than pittie terrier Puzzle, she was more stocky and had oddly chopped ears. What caught my attention was the fact that she wasn’t barking or jumping like the others. She also wasn’t cowering in the far corner like some of the more troubled dogs. She was lying quietly and calmly at the front of her kennel.


  She looked up at us as we approached, but other than that she didn’t react. The shelter had bags of treats that guests could give dogs, so I knelt and offered her one through the kennel door. The promise of food perked her up, her tail started wagging, and she sat up to take it gently from my hand. When she looked at me, and our eyes met, the connection was instant. We decided to pull her out instead of Puzzle.


  She was assertive, had obviously never been on a leash before, and didn’t seem to understand human boundaries. Her obvious strength, stocky build, and the fact that she all but dragged the shelter employee behind her as he led us all to one of the socialization runs made Alan nervous. This was seventy pounds of solid muscle, sharp teeth, and no real understanding of human rules. She was friendly but had no concept of boundaries or personal space.


  But what stood out to me was just how ungodly quiet and calm she was. No jumping, no barking, and no apparent dominance or aggression issues.


  At one point, while I was holding the leash in the crowded socialization pen, she got into Aaron’s space, wanting attention and not understanding the fact that she outweighed the six-year-old boy by twenty pounds. Aaron was slightly intimidated, stepping backward and turning away. I immediately popped the leash, paired with a stern, “Hey.”


  It was a mild correction, mostly just to judge how responsive this dog was, and I was delighted to see that she immediately backed off. I gave her a larger jerky treat to test for resource guarding, then took it away. She didn’t mind at all. She was just so mellow and laid-back.


  Alan quickly became more comfortable with her, too. Even though she was still a very large and powerful dog, he could see how mellow and low energy she was, how friendly and affectionate she was, and how eager she was to please. The longer he interacted with her, the more he saw her personality, and the more relaxed he became. He’d said the final decision would be mine, but this was every bit mutual. It was clear we’d found the perfect dog for us. We took her home and renamed her Galaxy.


  Like most rescue dogs, we knew nothing about her. We did know that she’d been in the shelter for a few weeks and had been captured and taken there as a stray. They spayed her in the shelter. Her records showed that she was fearful of the shelter vet but allowed him to perform his exams. She was nervous inside the house at first. It was clear that she had never really been an indoor dog. She had no understanding of boundaries inside a human home.


  I grew up here in Las Vegas but on the outskirts of town, maybe five miles from “The Strip.” When I was young, we had horses and a decent patch of land, and we spent our time going to horse competitions. We always had working dogs: Australian Cattle Dogs, Australian and German Shepherds—even a puppy we rescued thinking she was a German Shepherd that ended up being half German Shepherd and half Doberman. I loved them all. The Doberman mix was my best friend through my teen years. But Galaxy, she was different. I had never had a dog like her before. All our dogs were more independent than clingy. Galaxy is a “Velcro” dog, both clingy and attentive, all the time.


  What was so helpful in those early days was my familiarity and comfort with dogs. I know how to train them, and Galaxy proved to be very easy to train. Once she understood that chewing on shoes and jumping on the bed were both off-limits, she was content to stay within those boundaries. Within a week, she was perfect. Inside the house.


  Outside and around other people, she was a nervous wreck. Barking, running away, shaking, trembling. The fearfulness mentioned in her file at the shelter was more than simply nervousness due to unfamiliar surroundings. It was an all-encompassing part of her psyche. She seemed convinced that the world was a scary place and that everything would eat her. She was fearful and neurotic with friends, relatives, and everyone else. She had weird little quirks, too. She was terrified of squeaky toys, her dog bed, car rides, and iPhone ringtones. It was sad to watch. She was gentle and calm, but the most minor thing would send her cowering in the corner of my bedroom, trembling and whimpering. I started to suspect that she’d been abused.


  It came to a head when we took her to her first vet appointment. She was okay with the vet techs, but as soon as the doctor walked in, she started screaming—not barking, screaming. She tried to hide all her seventy pounds under my chair. When the doctor tried to move her into the back room for blood work, she got so worked up that she vomited. That was a big red flag to me. This was more than just timidity and shyness. This was pure fear and red-zone panic. I knew we had to do something. I’d seen enough fearful dogs to know they eventually stop barking and start biting. I also knew that the prejudice and fear of pit bulls and bully breeds were still going on. I’d never met a pit I didn’t like, but still, I wasn’t necessarily over the moon about pit bull–type breeds either. I always preferred the shepherds and cattle dogs.


  We got Galaxy because she was calm, not because of her breed. But now I had a terrified, utterly psychotic pit bull dog, right in the middle of the pit bull hysteria. This was a headline waiting to happen.


  Alan was unsure about what to do. He already loved her and had bonded with her, but he had so little experience with dogs, which was a significant problem. A potentially dangerous problem, given Galaxy’s size and strength. Even I had to admit that this kind of fear was over my head. I’d never heard a dog scream like that before. I’d never seen a dog just frantically panicking like that.


  We didn’t want to surrender her because she was so well behaved and polite with us. She already loved us and had already started showing more of her real personality. She was still calm with us, still mellow and gentle, still great with Aaron.


  In the house, she was perfectly behaved. As I said, she quickly learned the boundaries and became comfortable operating within them. While she was clumsy and not used to living indoors, which led to her constantly knocking things over or bumping into things, she had this gentleness that took me by surprise. Her eagerness to please was also extraordinary. I’d never seen a dog as “owner centric” as she was. She wanted to do whatever it took to make us happy with her.


  In less than a week, she was wholly housetrained. She knew which toys were hers and which were Aaron’s. She knew what could be chewed on and what couldn’t. She also knew which furniture she could lie on and which she couldn’t. As deeply food oriented as she is, she still begged but knew to keep a respectful distance while people were eating.


  I believe there are five “tricks” every dog needs to know to keep them and everyone around them safe. I call them “The Big Five”: their name, “come,” “sit/stay,” “leave it,” and “drop it.” These are commands that keep dogs safe, particularly in a big city or—in my case, when the dogs I had growing up spent time around two-thousand-pound animals with sharp teeth and hooves.


  Teaching them to know their name is easy, and their name should only ever be used for good things—never used to punish or scold a dog. When a dog hears their name, they should immediately perk up and look at you. It should mean that good things are coming. Their name should be one of their favorite sounds in the world.


  Even when there are a lot of other things going on, or if the dog is exploring a new area full of fascinating new smells to discover, calling their name should be a surefire way to get their attention back on you.


  The “come” command is another important lesson or “trick.” Again, it should only be used positively. A dog should never be scolded for coming to you, even if it was doing something terrible just before. Imagine you’re on a crowded city street and your dog somehow slipped out of its collar and is now darting toward oncoming traffic. The word come needs to be even more exciting than whatever the dog is running toward. The dog should be thrilled to run back to its owner.


  “Leave it” is probably one of the most important commands to teach a dog. You want to be able to communicate to your dog that the mysterious puddle of goo on the ground—or the dead rodent, or your favorite shoes, or the neighbor’s cat, or whatever has distracted him or her—might be incredibly tempting, but the dog needs to leave it alone. Teaching your dog to “leave it” means that you don’t have to worry as much about spilled antifreeze in the garage, a dropped clove of garlic in the kitchen, or a forgotten bag of Halloween candy your kid hid under their bed.


  But what if you were too late, and the dog already has the dead rodent/clove of garlic/your expensive shoe in its mouth? That’s where “drop it” comes in. Aside from keeping your dog safe from ingesting something dangerous, it also helps avoid problems with resource guarding.
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    Within a week, Galaxy had mastered “come,” “sit/stay,” and her name. She was well on her way to mastering “leave it” and “drop it.” She was remarkably easy to train, despite not being quite on the same level intellectually as my Doberman mix and my Red Heeler. Even if she didn’t understand what I was asking her, she was always very motivated to figure out what I wanted and how to make me happy.


  I was used to training independent, eerily intelligent dogs on how to do complex tasks around horses and cattle. Galaxy wasn’t intelligent in the way that my shepherds and cattle dogs were, but she seemed to have an emotional intelligence that I’d never seen before in a dog. As she became more comfortable with us, and more of her personality started to show, however, she also became the most clingy dog I’ve ever had—by far. In her mind, there was no such thing as too much attention and affection. She was never particularly exuberant or playful, but she’d spend hours lying in my lap, shoving her nose under my hand to urge me to pet her. Whenever Alan came up to hug me or kiss me or show any kind of affection, Galaxy would come right up and sit down right in front of us, staring expectantly up at us, her tail wagging, waiting for her turn. That quickly became a game that still gets played to this day. Every time Alan hugs me, every time he reaches to caress me or touch me, Galaxy is sitting patiently right there, waiting for him to pet her. No one in our house is allowed to hug anyone else without also loving on the dog.


  With Aaron, she was fantastic, incredibly gentle and sweet. As big as she was, it took her a matter of days to learn that the tiny human was fragile and that she needed to be more mindful. She tended to move more slowly around Aaron, and while she still enjoyed resting her head in Aaron’s lap, she wasn’t as demanding of his attention as she was with us. She learned very quickly that tiny humans require extra carefulness, and both Alan and I were impressed with how gentle Galaxy was with our six-year-old.


  With everyone else, though, she was terrified. A complete neurotic mess. Our relatives and friends couldn’t even go into the backyard when she was there without her constantly barking in a high, squeaky, petrified voice. She’d stand just a few feet away from them, just out of reach, constantly barking. Whenever delivery people or the yard maintenance guys came here, we had to keep her inside. Taking her anywhere in public was out of the question. The sight of other people and dogs stressed her to the point that she’d become completely manic, pulling on the leash and barking in that same high squeaky voice.


  I’d never seen a dog this terrified of everything. In Galaxy’s mind, the world was a dangerous, cruel place, with everything and everyone in it eager to hurt her. She would get herself so stressed out that she’d start shaking, and nothing we could do would calm her down. We realized we didn’t have the knowledge or experience to help her by ourselves. We needed help. This was kind of a blow to my ego, honestly. Again, I grew up with dogs. I knew how to communicate complex tasks and ideas to my dogs, even from a distance, while on the back of a horse, with a whole lot else going on. I was good at it. I saw my dogs not as my babies or pets but as my partners. I respected their judgment and their instincts, and they respected my leadership.


  I’d rescued German Shepherds, Australian Shepherds, and German Shepherd mixes, and the shelter mutts were always just as capable, intelligent, and profoundly bonded to me as our purebred dogs. I am an experienced and knowledgeable dog owner. I know what I’m doing. Before moving in with Alan, I had two decades of experience. But seeing Galaxy like that, any shred of rationality shut down by fear, was a wake-up call. Her fear screamed in her mind, drowning out everything else. This was dangerous. We had to do something. Doing nothing wasn’t an option.


  We didn’t want to take her back to the shelter because she was so good with us and had already settled into her new life as part of our family. She was flawlessly housetrained within a few days and, again, very quickly had a solid grasp of what is and is not allowed in our house. She was happy with us, and we were happy with her. We didn’t want to have to give her up because of her fear. But we had to address the problem, or her fear would only get worse.


  So I turned to the internet, looking for dog trainers in my area. I happened across one site called “Peace, Love, and Pit Bulls.” Well, that sounded perfect. I messaged the owner, and he responded within the hour. He told me his name was Tino. We had an appointment to meet in a public park later that week. Even the idea of meeting in a park had me apprehensive. Galaxy was scared of everything. New people, other dogs, new places, it didn’t matter. The entire world was terrifying.


  How would I even be able to get her there? And Alan was apprehensive about the cost. “That seems like a lot for a dog trainer,” he told me.


  “I don’t know. I’ve never needed to hire a trainer before. But what are our options? Take her back to the shelter?”


  He visibly recoiled from the idea. “No, I don’t want to do that.”


  “Tino said the first consultation would be free. We won’t lose anything by letting him take a look at her. If we don’t like what he says, we can just leave.”


  He nodded. “That’s fair.”


  The day of our consultation came. We loaded a very anxious dog into the back of the car and headed to the park, with Galaxy whining and pacing in the back the entire way. We got there shortly before Tino did. He told us where he’d meet us, and we waited together, with Galaxy constantly pacing on her leash. I tried talking to her to calm her down. Alan even tried kneeling on the grass next to her to try and distract her from how anxious she was. Nothing helped, and she just kept pacing. After a few minutes, Tino pulled up and got out of his car. Also coming out of the car was a very handsome, chunky bulldog mix. No leash. The dog was incredibly calm and steady. He didn’t pay attention to other people or dogs and focused entirely on his owner.


  Tino greeted both of us, then turned his attention to Galaxy. “All right. Is she protective of you at all?”


  “Honestly, I can’t tell. She’s just scared of everything.”


  “Let me take her and walk over here. She might be a little better behaved if she’s not right next to you.”


  I handed him her leash, and he started leading her away. But as soon as Galaxy realized that a strange man was holding her leash, she freaked out. She began barking and growling nonstop, even as he encouraged her to follow him. That high-pitched, panicked bark was back, and she yanked desperately on the leash, trying to get away. When she realized she couldn’t get away, she stood there, at the end of her leash, just far enough away that he couldn’t reach her if he tried to touch her, and barked. What struck me the most, as I watched him, was how calm he was. I was sure it had to be intimidating to have a big dog that intense barking so much at him, but he wasn’t afraid or nervous. He stood there with her, calmly waiting her out until she stopped to sniff his foot.


  His calm demeanor was beyond reassuring for me. He wasn’t intimidated; he wasn’t scared. He just waited her out as if nothing was wrong. Only a few seconds had passed, and I knew he would be our trainer.


  “I use an e-collar,” he explained. “I’m going to put it on her now.”


  “Go for it,” I told him. I didn’t know anything about e-collars. I had never used them, but everything about this man was reassuring and calming. Watching how he reacted to Galaxy’s fear and aggression, it was clear he knew what he was doing. If he thought an e-collar could help her, I immediately believed him. He bent down and gave Galaxy some affection, then strapped the collar onto her, all while explaining to me how to use it.


  For those who have never heard of an e-collar, let me explain. It’s an electric collar with a remote that will deliver either a vibration or a shock to get Galaxy’s attention. You’re supposed to start at setting 0 and slowly move up until the dog notices and looks at you, and that’s the dog’s control setting.


  “Let her be the one to tell you what she needs,” Tino told us. “You always start at the lowest setting and never go higher than they need.”


  I was in awe as I watched him work with her. He pressed a button on the remote, and suddenly, in an instant Galaxy’s fear seemed to disappear. She calmly followed him, focused on him just like his own dog. Even when he abruptly changed directions, challenging her to remain focused on him, she still followed. There was none of her apparent fear or screaming, nor the panic she’d first exhibited when he’d taken her leash from me and stepped away. Her hackles had lowered, and she was a completely different dog.


  “Has she had e-collar training before?” he asked us.


  “I have no idea.”


  “I think she must have. This is incredible. She already knows just what to do.”


  He changed direction again, and again she turned and followed him without him needing to pull on the leash.
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    He chuckled softly. “This dog, man. This is such a good dog!”


  I was stunned and speechless.


  This was the same dog that had screamed in utter terror at the vet. That had whimpered and paced in the back of the car only ten minutes ago, on the way to the park. That had whined constantly and had been nothing but anxious and agitated while we waited for Tino to arrive. This was the same dog that had barked fearfully at him, hackles raised and teeth bared, only a minute ago.


  “Look at this,” he said, walking up to show me the remote. “She’s on level 8.”


  “Is that good?”


  “That’s the intensity. It’s 8 out of 100.”


  “Out of 100?” I asked, shocked. “You saw her! You saw how terrified she was. That was all it took?”


  He grinned at me. “That’s all it took. This is such a good dog.”


  Alan and I exchanged looks as Tino began working with her again, walking her away from us. This was a completely different dog. She was calm. Relaxed. No hint of fear or anxiety.


  “I think we need to hire him,” I whispered.


  “Yeah, dammit, I think we do, too.”


  I laughed. “‘Dammit’?”


  He shrugged and smiled at me. “You know me. I hate to spend money. But yeah, this is a big change. We’ve got to hire him.”


  Tino finished working with Galaxy and walked back over to us. “There’s nothing here that can’t be fixed,” he told us. “She’s fearful and timid, so we’ve got to work on building her confidence. I’ll show you what to do with her, and if you decide you want to do sessions, we’ll get her over her fear.”


  He looked down at her and smiled. “But you’ve got such a great dog here. She must have had training before. This is just awesome.”


  We hired him, and under his guidance, we were able to work through some of her biggest fears. After only a couple of weeks, she was calm enough that she could handle a vet exam. We took her back to the vet. They did the exam, blood work, and a couple of X-rays, and we learned some things—namely, that my suspicions were correct. This wasn’t a case of neglect or abandonment but outright abuse.


  Her ears were crooked and jagged because they weren’t cropped by a vet under anesthesia but, horrifically, cut off with a pair of scissors when she was a puppy. The vet told us he could always tell because one side doesn’t look too bad, but the puppy is struggling and in excruciating pain, so the second ear is always uneven. Even though she was only three or four years old, she’d already been bred multiple times. Her jaw had been broken, and her trachea collapsed. She’d been stabbed. Twice.


  They X-rayed her back legs because she seemed to have some stiffness and discovered that they’d both been deliberately broken and were never set correctly. She had bad knees and would eventually need surgery. But because the treatment and recovery are so brutal, they only do it when the pain is severe enough to affect the dog’s quality of life. Galaxy wasn’t there yet, so we got joint health supplements and prescription dog food for mobility and joint health.


  Finding all that out, seeing the irreparable damage done to her, the unimaginable cruelty she endured, and the pain she was still in, was heartbreaking. All her fear suddenly made sense. This was such a good dog. She loved us, and once she got comfortable with Tino, she loved him, too. He even posted on his social media that dogs like her are the reason he loves his job and the reason why he does what he does. She was scared of everything but eager to please, and she seemed to have an innate ability to understand what humans want from her.


  She wanted to be a good dog. She tried to make us happy. After only a few weeks of owning her, it seemed that her entire world revolved around us. All she ever wanted was to be close to us, to snuggle with us, and to lay her giant blocky head on our laps. She didn’t deserve what had been done to her. She didn’t deserve the cruelty that left her so fearful and anxious. She didn’t deserve the pain that would haunt her every day for the rest of her life.


  I felt sorry for her. I wanted to spoil her with love and attention to compensate for her torture. But Tino was very clear. We could not feel sorry for her. We could not let her get away with anything because of her past trauma. He helped us understand how to work with her in a way that was helpful to her, rather than what made us feel better. Spoiling her now would make us feel better but would only confuse her. We had to adapt to how she thinks and learn to communicate with her in a way she could easily understand. Which, logically, I agree with. I know dogs’ minds don’t work like ours, and that they process trauma differently than we do. Still, it was a struggle at first to continue being sympathetic while guiding her out from that fearful, neurotic headspace she was lost in.


  He taught us how to use the e-collar, and we began the process of slowly, gradually working through her fears. As time passed and Galaxy started improving, I became less vigilant about using the e-collar quite the way Tino suggested—mostly because she didn’t need it. Her control level was so low, so mild, that it was barely worth using. I relied much more on the vibration than the electrical setting. Usually, a quick, sharp “Hey” was enough to snap her out of it when she’d get lost in a manic episode. The vibration also didn’t carry nearly the controversy of the e-collar itself.


  Some already judged me for having a pit bull, or at least having a dog people saw as pit-bull adjacent. Also, some people think e-collars are meant to punish or hurt dogs. I usually show them I’m not hurting Galaxy by taking the collar off and letting them see how she reacts to me putting it back on. She wouldn’t want to wear it if it hurt her. I use the vibration setting only when she sees a small animal that sets off her prey drive, or another dog walks up to us, or when she’s at the vet, and her fear starts making her frantic. There’s no shock—it just vibrates, but it breaks her out of those obsessive mental processes and helps keep her calm when she gets scared.


  I think now that she sees it as kind of a security blanket. When I’m not using it, I keep it on the charger and literally cannot touch it or take it off its charger without her getting excited and following me around: she knows that collar means she’s going to go somewhere fun. Not work, though. She wasn’t allowed to wear it at work—a development we will get to shortly.


  It took lots and lots of positive reinforcement to help build her confidence, rigid consistency with rules and boundaries to help her feel more secure, and teaching her to look to me when she’s nervous (i.e., if I’m calm, she should be calm, too). In truth, it was exhausting. Once we’d mastered putting her in a calm headspace at home, we started taking her out in public. Of course, she had missed out on crucial puppy socialization, so it took some time to work her through her fears of the world. Even when she was relatively calm, being approached by someone she didn’t know would still scare her. Depending on how assertive the person’s energy was, she’d either move to stand behind me or growl at the person.


  Luckily, she was always highly motivated by both food and affection. One day, after weeks of constant work and frustration, she finally seemed to understand that most new people would stop to give her affection if she was sweet and friendly. Once she figured that out, her fear of new people disappeared overnight, and she turned her focus to figuring out how to convince the person to pet her. Her fear of the mailman, delivery drivers, and yard maintenance guys was completely gone in a relatively short period. It had taken time, but she got better.


  I decided to work toward having Galaxy pass the Canine Good Citizen (CGC) test from the American Kennel Club (AKC). It’s a test that the AKC offers to help
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