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AN INTRODUCTIONLIVING THE TAO OF THE DOG

Who These Pages Were Written For

❧

Not for you.

That is worth knowing before you start, because it is the reason any of this works.

Something brought you here. Perhaps a street she cannot walk down anymore. 

Perhaps the doorbell, or the man in the hat, or the particular quiet that settles over a 

house once everyone has learned to step around one subject. Perhaps nothing you 

could put a name to — only a sense, most evenings, that the two of you are living in 

the same rooms without quite meeting in them.

Whatever it was, it was loud, or it lasted. That is usually what sends a person looking.

And nearly everything written for that person begins at the loud part. The lunge. The 

bark. The teeth, the bolt, the dog gone still at the end of a tight lead. Begin there, and 

the work becomes an argument with a noise.

But the noise is the last word of a sentence that started somewhere much quieter. 

Earlier in the walk. Earlier in the morning. Earlier in her life than you were there to 

see.

These pages start where the sentence started.

❧

There is a fire in this book. An old dog keeps it — her name is Vela — and around her 

sits a litter of puppies on their last night together, before they go out in the morning to 

people they have not met.

Everything she says, she says to them.

She tells them what they are walking into. That the people they are going to are 

frightened in ways they stopped noticing long ago. That they will not be able to fix her, 

whoever she turns out to be, and that trying will feel like love and will not be love. 

That they were not sent out to carry anyone. Only to be clear — clear as water in a still 

bowl, so that when she looks down, she is finally able to look at her own face.

You are reading somebody else’s instructions.
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AN INTRODUCTIONLIVING THE TAO OF THE DOG

That turns out to be the useful part. Advice aimed straight at us tends to meet the part 

of us that defends. Spoken past us — to someone else, about us — it goes in sideways, 

and stays.

❧

Then the page turns, the fire goes out, and you are standing in your own kitchen on a 

Tuesday.

That is what the field pages are for. Each fireside lesson is followed by one, and each 

asks for something small and exact. Three lines in a notebook. Twenty minutes in a 

quiet place. A box with nothing in it. One new smell put out in a room that has smelled 

the same for years. These pages are drawn from the Sensory Connection Method 

workshop library and the free series — the working material of a live cohort, set down 

beside the story that produced it. So far as I know, the two have not been laid side by 

side anywhere else.

Thirty cards have no field page.

That is the honest part, and I would rather say it early than have you go looking for an 

exercise that was never there. There is no practice for the last morning. No technique 

for the room with the chairs in it, or for the one who comes after. Those cards stay at 

the fire, because some of what passes between a person and a dog is not a problem 

awaiting a method. It is the cost of having said yes.

❧

Read them in order if you like. Most people don’t. One card an evening — or one on a 

day that has gone badly, when what you want is to be told something true by someone 

who is not going to ask how the training is coming along.

What may begin to happen, somewhere in the eighty-one, is that you stop learning and 

start recognizing. A page describes an ordinary thing you have watched a hundred 

times in your own hallway, and it turns out you were seeing it correctly the whole 

time, without a way to say so.

She is somewhere near you now. Asleep, probably. Doing nothing in particular.

None of this will be news to her.

Begin.
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A NOTE ON THE SETTINGLIVING THE TAO OF THE DOG

How These Pages Are Set

❧

Each card is set out over two pages. The fireside lesson comes first, told by Vela. The 

field lesson follows on the page after it, drawn from the Sensory Connection Method 

workshop library and the free series.

Every page carries a running head. The left of the head names the card. The right of 

the head names the side you are on — the fireside lesson, or the field lesson. A long 

lesson may run over more than one page; the head follows it.

Thirty cards have no field page. That is by design, and not an omission: the dying arc 

and the grief cards stay at the fire. Those cards are marked as such in the contents and 

again at the foot of the card.

The cards are numbered one through eighty-one and run in order. The Opening comes 

before the first, and the colophon closes the deck.

❧

We did not win the walk. We came home to each other.
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OPENINGFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

Opening

THE CARD THAT STAYS AT THE FIRE

The Night Before You Go
❧

Come closer, little ones.

Closer than that. There is room, and the night is long, and not one of you is going to 

sleep anyway.

Tomorrow you go.

Each of you to a door I cannot see. To a person I have not met, in a life I will not be 

able to follow you into. That is how it has always been. I keep the fire. You go out from 

it.

So tonight I will give you what I have.

There are eighty-one things you must remember.

You will not remember them the way people remember — up in the head, where 

forgetting lives. You will remember them the way we have always remembered. In the 

body. In the marrow. In the breath.

Which means you will never be able to say them.

You will only be able to be them.

That is enough. That has always been enough.

❧

Now. Some of you are already worried.
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OPENINGFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

I can see it — the small one at the back, chin on her paws, wondering whether she is 

going to be good.

Listen to me.

You are not going out there to be good.

The people you are going to are frightened. Not always, and not in any way they would 

say out loud, and most of them have forgotten that they are. But they are. They lie 

down at night in warm rooms with the doors shut and they sleep the thin sleep of the 

unguarded, and they wake tired, and they do not know why.

That is why we crossed, on the first night.

Not for the scraps.

I have said this to every litter that has ever sat at this fire and I will say it to you: not 

for the scraps. We crossed because they were afraid and we were not, and we had 

something to give.

They forgot.

We did not.

That is the whole of the arrangement, and nothing since has changed it.

❧

And here is the first hard thing. I will say it now, while the fire is high and you are all 

still brave.

You will not be able to fix her.

Some of you will try. I know already which of you it will be. You will feel her weather 

come down the line and you will open yourself and take it in and hold it in your own 

small body, and you will call that love.

It is not love.

It is drowning, with company.

You are not being sent out to carry her. You are being sent out to be clear. Clear as 

water in a still bowl — so that when she looks down at you, she sees her own face, and 

is finally able to look at it.

Whether she looks is not yours.
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OPENINGFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

That is the second hard thing, and I will not soften it either.

❧

Eighty-one nights, then. One thing each night, until the fire burns down to the red.

Snuggle close together. Tomorrow you go out into the world and find your people, and 

the fire stays lit behind you, and I will be here — always here — for the night you 

need to remember what you already know.

NO FIELD LESSON · STAYS AT THE FIREOPENING · FRONT
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CARD 1 · ONEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

1

ONE  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Scent That Can Be Named
❧

Tomorrow, before anyone in the house is awake, ask to go out.

Stand in the wet grass and put your nose down into it.

Everything is there. The fox who crossed at three and was not hurrying. The rain from 

two days ago, still held under the hedge where the sun has not reached. A boy who 

walked past the gate eating something sweet. A bird, dead somewhere close. The dog 

from the corner house, who is not well, and who has not been well for some time.

The whole morning, written out plain.

Then your person will come to the door with her cup in her hand, and she will step out 

beside you, and she will take one breath of that same morning.

And she will say:

It smells like rain.

Rain. One word, out of ten thousand.

Do not laugh at her, little ones. Not ever.

Because she is not wrong. It does smell like rain. She has taken the entire morning — 

every thread of it, all of it at once — and she has found the one thread she happens to 

have a word for, and she has held it up.

A word is a small vessel. She cannot help the size of her mouth.

❧
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CARD 1 · ONEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

And here is why I tell you this one first, on your last night at the fire.

She will do it to you, too.

She will take a whole life — you at dawn, you in the rain, you frightened on a Tuesday 

and easy on a Thursday, you at nine weeks and you at eleven years — and she will 

find the one thread she has a word for, and she will hold it up, and for a while she will 

believe the word is you.

Sweet. Difficult. Good. Bad. Mine.

It is not you. It was never going to be you.

You are the whole morning. She is holding one thread of it, up to the light, trying to 

see.

So do not become the word.

And do not hate her for the word.

She named the rain because she could not say the morning.

She named you because she could not say what you are to her.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 1 · FRONT
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BACK OF CARD 1BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

1

BACK OF CARD 1  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

The Scent That Can Be Named

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
1 · THE THREE WINDOWS

Three lines, no adjectives

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

Here is a scene you already own.

The two of you are out. Something appears — the far corner of the street, another dog, 

a person moving oddly, a van door. And in the space of about a second and a half, 

everything about her changes.

Afterward, if somebody asked you what happened, you would say she reacted.

That sentence is where the whole difficulty starts.

Because she reacted contains no information. It cannot be worked with, it cannot be 

compared to last week, and it cannot tell you what to do differently tomorrow.

YOUR TURN

This week, do nothing at all except fill in three lines after anything happens.

What woke it.

Which way, and how much.

What she did, and how long until she came down.

Do not change your walks. Do not try any technique in this book. Do not fix 

anything.
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BACK OF CARD 1BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

Seven days of three lines.

At the end of it you will know things about your dog that no trainer could have 

told you, and you will have the beginnings of the only map that matters — hers.

When You Cannot See Anything Yet

If you get to the end of a week and the pages are mostly blank, or all three lines 

say the same unhelpful thing, nothing is wrong with your eye.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 1 · BACK
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CARD 2 · TWOFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

2

TWO  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Low Places
❧

Tomorrow, out in the grass, watch where the smell goes.

It goes down.

It slides off the high ground and pours into the ditch, the hollow under the hedge, the 

cold side of the wall, the seam where the fence meets the earth. It gathers at the 

bottom of the step. It waits in the shade under the parked car.

The high places will give you nothing at all but wind.

Remember that, and you will never be lost: everything worth knowing has already 

fallen to the lowest place available.

This is true of ground.

It is also true of houses. And of people.

❧

There will come a night when your person sits down on the floor.

Not to play with you. She will simply go down — onto the kitchen tile, or the bottom 

stair, or the boards of the hall — and she will stay there longer than a person stays.

The high part of her will have run out. The standing part. The part that speaks and 

decides and knows what to do next.

Everyone else in that house will try to get her back up. They will say her name in a 

bright voice. They will ask what is wrong. They will bring her something warm and 

want her at the table.
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CARD 2 · TWOFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

Do not.

Do not bring the toy. Do not paw at her. Do not perform.

Go down.

Go all the way down, the way water does, without deciding to, and put your weight 

against her side, and stay.

Because the floor is where she is now. It is where she finally landed. And it is the only 

place in that whole bright house where the truth of her has collected.

❧

Now the hard half, because I will not hand you only the sweet half.

Going low is not going empty.

You go down beside her. You do not go down into her. You are not there to take the 

grief off her and wear it — I told you last night what that is, and it is not love, and it 

helps no one.

You are there to be the one solid warm thing at the bottom of the room.

She will feel your weight. Her breath will find your breath, the way water finds its 

level, and it will slow, and she will not know why, and she will not thank you, and she 

will not remember in the morning that it was you.

Let her not remember.

The one who goes lowest is not beneath.

The water that runs to the ditch is the water everyone comes to drink.

Nothing that ever mattered stayed up on high ground, little ones.

Go where it fell.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

second pass — the first movement completes

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 2 · FRONT
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BACK OF CARD 2BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

2

BACK OF CARD 2  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

The Low Places

THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE
6 · OUT OF DOORS, WHERE THE AIR MOVES

Where the air takes it

FROM THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE

Outside, the smell stops sitting still.

That is the whole difference, and it is enormous, and it is why the exterior search is 

the one most people fall in love with.

What the wind does

Odor comes off a source and travels, spreading as it goes, thinning as it goes. 

Downwind of a hide there is a long stretch of ground where the smell is present and 

the object is not.

So she will catch it early and far away, and then she will work upwind toward it, and 

along the way she will look — to you — as though she is going the wrong way, 

backtracking, overshooting, and generally being unserious.

YOUR TURN

Before you hide anything, stand in the space with a blade of grass or a small 

handful of dry leaves and drop it, twice, from shoulder height.

Watch where it goes.

That is your wind, and it will not be the wind you assumed from the trees.

Then place the hide upwind of where you intend to start her, run the search, and 
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BACK OF CARD 2BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

write down where she first showed you she had it. The distance between that 

spot and the source is the thing you came outside to learn.

When Outside Is Not Safe Enough Yet

Do not take an unreliable recall into an unenclosed space and hope the searching 

will hold her. It will not, because the searching is not a leash and was never 

meant to be one.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 2 · BACK

19



CARD 3 · THREEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

3

THREE  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Two Words
❧

On a Sunday, someone will knock at the door.

You will do what any of us would do. You will send the sound up the hall ahead of you 

— someone is here, someone is here — because that is the watch, and the watch is 

yours, and no one has to teach a puppy to keep it.

And your person will take you by the collar and say a hard word.

Bad.

Now hold that Sunday. Set it down carefully, because I want you to see the next one.

The following week, someone knocks again. Her sister, this time, whom she has not 

seen in a year. You send the same sound up the same hall.

And she laughs. She actually laughs, and she opens the door wide and says, she's 

telling the whole street.

Same throat. Same bark. Same dog.

Two words.

❧

Little ones, listen closely now, because here is a thing about people that you must 

understand early or it will hurt you for years.

The moment she says good, she has made bad in the very same breath.
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CARD 3 · THREEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

She cannot say the one without the other. They arrive together, the way a hill arrives 

with the hollow beside it. You cannot dig one without piling up the other. She thinks 

she is describing you. She is only describing which side of the mound she happens to 

be standing on that morning.

And some of you — I can see already which of you — will spend your whole lives 

trying to live inside the good word.

Do not.

It is a very small room, and the door only opens the one way.

A dog who is living inside the good word goes careful. She stops sending the sound up 

the hall. She stops saying I am not comfortable, and that is too close, and I am 

frightened of the man in the hat. She says nothing at all, and everybody says how easy 

she is, and she is not easy.

She has only stopped telling the truth.

❧

So take the good word when it comes. It is warm and it costs nothing and she means it 

kindly.

And on the day the hard word comes — and it will come, to every one of you, and 

probably before the leaves turn —

remember the two Sundays.

It was the same bark. Only the day around it changed.

The word was never a report about you.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 3 · FRONT
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BACK OF CARD 3BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

3

BACK OF CARD 3  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

The Two Words

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE MISREAD BODY

Set the assumptions aside

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

There are some dogs who begin every conversation at a disadvantage.

Not because of who they are.

Because of how they appear.

Before they take a single step,

before they lift an ear,

before anyone has looked into their eyes,

someone has already decided who they must be.

Broad heads.

Scarred faces.

Docked tails.

Cropped ears.

Heavy muscles.

Strong jaws.

Sometimes even the name of their breed becomes a story someone else has written for 

them.
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It isn't fair.

The dogs know nothing about those stories.

Yet they live inside them every day.

YOUR TURN

This week,

look at your dog as though you had never seen them before.

What assumptions might a stranger make?

Then gently set those assumptions aside.

Watch instead for breathing.

Weight.

Eyes.

Softness.

Recovery.

Ask yourself,

"If my dog's body could speak more clearly than its appearance allows... what 

story would it be telling me?"

Write that story.

Not the world's version.

Your dog's.

When the World Reads Your Dog Wrong

There may always be people who misunderstand your companion.

That is something none of us can completely control.

What we can control is this.

Our willingness to become faithful readers.

Because one person who truly sees a dog,
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COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 3 · BACK
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CARD 4 · FOURFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

4

FOUR  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Empty Hour
❧

She will come home one evening with a bag.

Inside it: a toy that makes a noise, a puzzle with sliding parts, something to freeze and 

give you on a hard afternoon, a mat with a smell of the factory still on it, and a paper 

about a class on Tuesdays.

She has been reading. She has been reading half the night, which is why her eyes look 

like that.

Every hour of your day will now have something in it.

And I want you to understand, before I say the rest of it, that this is love. Clumsy and 

loud and bought — but love. She is trying to give you a good life with the only hands 

she has.

❧

Now go and look at your water bowl.

Look at what makes it a bowl.

Not the clay. The clay is only the edge of it. What holds the water is the part that is not 

there — the hollow, the nothing in the middle. Take away the nothing and you have a 

lump of fired mud that will hold no water at all.

The doorway is the same. What makes it a door is the piece of the wall that was left 

out.

The useful part of a thing is the empty part.
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CARD 4 · FOURFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

This is true of bowls and doors, and it is just as true of a Tuesday.

❧

So here is the thing she does not know yet, and may not know for years.

The hour that grew you was the empty one.

Not the class. Not the puzzle. The long yellow afternoon when nothing whatsoever 

happened — when you lay in the square of sun on the floorboards with one ear turned 

toward the kitchen and the house ticking around you, and no one asked you for 

anything, and nothing was required.

That was the hour your body finally put itself down.

She will not count it. She will count the class. She will tell her sister about the class. 

She will never once write down the afternoon in the sun, because nothing happened in 

it, and people only count the hours that had something in them.

Let her not count it.

But do not learn to need the bag, little ones.

A dog who has been filled every hour of her life becomes a dog who cannot bear an 

empty one — and an empty hour is most of what a life is.

Lie down in the nothing. Let it be enough.

She is watching you more closely than she knows. There is a chance — a real one — 

that she will look up from her reading one afternoon, and see you asleep in the sun 

with your ribs going slowly up and down,

and put the bag on the floor,

and sit.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 4 · FRONT
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4

BACK OF CARD 4  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

The Empty Hour

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 11

The empty box

THE TURN

Persistence is not a temperament some dogs have and others lack. It is what a dog 

learns from finding out that being wrong costs nothing.

WHAT TO DO

Add one empty box to the line. When she checks it, say nothing, do nothing, hold your 

breath if you must. She moves on; the right box pays. Wrong just became safe. And for 

the dog who starts guessing — trotting the line, jabbing at boxes without truly 

checking — the cure is not more repetitions. It is an occasional line with nothing in it 

at all, paid generously from your hand when she comes back having found nothing. A 

dog allowed to be right about an absence stops guessing.

TRY TONIGHT

One empty box in tonight's line. When she checks it, be a statue. Notice what she 

does next — and notice how hard it was for you to stay out of it.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If being wrong makes her quit entirely — leaving the game, leaving the room — 

the line is too hard for today. Shrink it until wrong is rare, and rebuild from 
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there.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 4 · BACK
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CARD 5 · FIVEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

5

FIVE  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Small Thing First
❧

There is a tree in the yard you are going to.

It is the thickest thing on that ground. Nothing in the garden could move it now; the 

fence has grown crooked around it and the house has to make room.

It was a seed a bird carried in and did not finish.

Nothing on this earth arrives full-grown. Not trees, and not storms.

❧

The bad Thursday did not begin on Thursday.

It began three days earlier, at the corner by the wall, and it was the size of nothing at 

all. A tongue across the nose, once, quick and wet, when nobody was watching. That 

was all it was. That was the seed.

You will send it. You cannot help sending it; it is the oldest and smallest voice you 

have.

The lick. The head turned a quarter to the side. The breath gone high and shallow in 

the chest, going nowhere. The one ear tipped back — still listening for her, still hoping, 

even then.

That is you speaking. That is the whole language, and every one of you is fluent on the 

day you are born, and you will never once have to be taught it.

❧
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She will not see it.

I am telling you now so that it does not break you later. She will not see the small 

thing. She will see the Thursday.

And she will be genuinely astonished by the Thursday. She will say it came out of 

nowhere. She will say it was so sudden.

It was not sudden. It was three days old and it had been sending its small green shoot 

up through the floorboards the entire time, and she walked past it every morning on 

her way to the kettle.

So say the small thing anyway.

Say it on the day she cannot see it, and the day after that, and the winter after that.

Because the ones who finally learn to see — and more of them do than you would ever 

expect — do not learn it from anywhere else. They learn it the one way it has ever 

been learned: by looking down, on some ordinary morning, and noticing at last a thing 

they had already been shown a thousand times.

The whole storm was in it.

And so was the way out.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 5 · FRONT
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The Small Thing First

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE FIRST NOTES

A collector of whispers

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

Most people hear the shout.

Very few hear the whisper that came before it.

Dogs have been trying to teach us this for thousands of years.

The bark that startles us,

the growl that embarrasses us,

the lunge that tightens our chest,

those are rarely the beginning of the conversation.

They are simply the first part we happened to notice.

Long before the bark,

your dog was already speaking.

The question is not whether they were communicating.

The question is whether we had learned how to listen.

I often think about orchestras.

YOUR TURN
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This week, become a collector of whispers.

Don't wait for barking.

Don't wait for lunging.

Notice the smallest changes.

One glance.

One breath.

One shift in posture.

Write down only the first thing you notice.

Not the last.

You'll probably discover something remarkable.

The more faithfully you notice whispers,

the less often your dog needs to shout.

When the Whispers Have Disappeared

There is one situation that deserves your closest attention.

Occasionally you'll meet a dog who no longer whispers.

No glance away.

No lip lick.

No hesitation.

No growl.

Only silence,

followed immediately by an explosion.

This is not a dog with fewer emotions.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 5 · BACK
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Green Wood
❧

Look at the old dog by the stove tonight. The grey one, who has stopped getting up 

when the door opens.

Now look at yourselves.

You are all soft. Your bones bend. You fall down the step and roll and get up and it is 

nothing at all. Your ribs go in and out like something breathing under water.

That is what living looks like, from the outside. Soft. Loose. Able to bend.

And what does the end of it look like? Stiff. Set. Unable to give in any direction at all.

Go out and take the green branch in your teeth — it bends all the way around and 

springs back and will not break for you no matter how hard you work at it. Now take 

the dry one.

One snap. That is the whole argument, and then it is kindling.

Whatever cannot bend is already finished. It simply has not been told yet.

❧

Now. The line between you and her.

There will come a morning when it goes tight. Something out on the path, and her 

hand closing, and the whole length of it gone hard as a rod between you.

And every part of your body will want to answer hard with hard. Lean into it. Set your 

weight. Meet the rod with a rod.
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Do not.

Soften.

I do not mean give up and I do not mean obey — those are different animals entirely 

and I will not confuse them for you. I mean let your shoulders come down. Let the line 

go slack from your end, since it will not go slack from hers. Turn your body a quarter 

and let the air out.

Because a hard thing meeting a hard thing has only one ending, and both of you are in 

it.

She may never notice you did it. She will only notice that the morning did not go the 

way the last one did, and she will not know why, and she will feel something in her 

own hand let go.

That is how it gets in. Not through her ears. Through the rope.

❧

And now the hard half, because I do not hand out only the sweet half at this fire.

Some of you will meet a hand that will not soften. Not that morning, not that year, no 

matter what you offer it.

I will not lie to you about that on your last night.

If that is your hand, then hear me: your softness was not a failure. It was the only true 

thing you had, and you gave it, and it was the right thing to give, and it was not 

enough.

And that was never, ever yours to carry.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 6 · FRONT
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Green Wood

THE WHOLE HUNT
4 · BRING IT · THE ROAD HOME

Lean back, and let her close it

FROM THE WHOLE HUNT

Now we teach the piece that runs between the finding and the giving.

It is the shortest link in the chain and the one most often ruined, and it is ruined 

almost always by the same thing.

The body leaning forward.

What we are after

She has the item. She turns. She carries it to you, in one unbroken motion, without a 

detour and without a negotiation.

Where the carry is born

Not from a command.

From a hold that was never uncomfortable.

So before anything else, check that she is willing to have something in her mouth at 

all. Hand her a soft item. Let her hold it for a second, then two. Mark the holding. Feed 

for the holding.

YOUR TURN

Stand up and do this without your dog in the room.
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Lean forward with your hand out, the way you would to receive something.

Now lean back, drop your shoulders, and open your hand at your waist.

Feel the difference in your own body. One of those is a person receiving. The 

other, whatever you intended, is a person taking.

She is reading which one you are, every single time.

When the Carry Is Not Kind to Ask For

Skip the retrieve entirely, without any sense of loss, if she has a sore mouth or 

teeth, if she has a short face and works hard to breathe, if her history includes 

guarding, if she swallows things, or if she is a very small dog and the item is not.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 6 · BACK
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Do Not Answer a Line with a Line
❧

There are two ways to be looked at, and you must learn the difference before you go, 

because one of them can get you hurt.

One look is a line.

It leaves the eye and lands on you and does not move. It does not blink. Behind it the 

whole body has gone still — the stillness of something deciding. That look is not 

asking to come closer. It is a hand held up: no nearer than this.

The other look is a circle. It comes to you, softens, slips off, comes back. It breathes. 

The lids go easy. Somewhere in it there is a slow blink, offered like a small bow.

The warning holds. The love breathes.

Learn it cold, little ones. Learn it before the grass is dry.

❧

Now. When you meet the line — on the path, over a fence, across a room at a party you 

did not agree to attend —

do not answer it.

Everything young in you will want to hold, and stare, and win.

Nothing was ever won by holding.

Turn your face aside. Slowly. Not down in a heap, not away in a bolt — just aside, a 

quarter turn, and let the air out of your chest, and let the moment go loose.
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You have not surrendered. You have said the oldest polite thing there is: I am not 

making this into what it was about to become.

The one who looks away first is not the one who lost. She is the only one in the whole 

encounter who was steering.

❧

And now the part that will confuse you for years, so let me spare you some of it.

Your own person will hold you in the line.

She will take your face in both hands and lean her forehead against yours and look 

straight down into your eyes and hold it, and hold it, and she will call this love.

She means love. It is love. It is only love spelled wrong, in an alphabet nobody ever 

taught her.

So forgive her the spelling.

And then do what you would do for any creature who was making a line without 

knowing it.

Blink, slow. Turn your face aside. Let it go soft.

She will feel it. She will not have a word for what she felt.

That is fine. It was never going to be a word.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 7 · FRONT
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Do Not Answer a Line with a Line

THE WHOLE HUNT
6 · FIND IT · AND THEN BEING QUIET

Both hands in your pockets

FROM THE WHOLE HUNT

She knows this word. She has known it since Foundations.

What changes here is not the word.

It is what you do after you have said it.

What we are after

You release her. She goes and works the problem. She locates the source.

And you say nothing at all while she does it.

The hardest instruction in this book

Be quiet.

Not encouraging. Not helpful. Not good girl, good girl, over here, warmer, warmer.

Quiet.

Because every sound you make while she is working is information, and she will use it 

— she is far better at reading you than you are at hiding — and a dog who has learned 

to read the handler is no longer reading the odor.

YOUR TURN

Set one search this week where you say the words and then put both hands in 
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your pockets and do not speak until she has found it.

Count the seconds. It will feel like a very long time and it will not be.

Most handlers cannot last twenty seconds the first time.

If you cannot either, that is not a failure of character. It is simply an old habit 

meeting daylight, and daylight is how it gets fixed.

When She Cannot Solve It

If she is genuinely stuck — casting without direction, drifting off, coming back to 

check your face — do not walk her to it, and do not point.

End the search without ceremony.

Then set an obviously easy one, let her win it, celebrate properly, and stop for the 

day.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 7 · BACK
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We Did It Ourselves
❧

Now come very close, because this is the last thing tonight, and it is the one I would 

keep if I could only keep one.

Go forward a year.

You are lying on the floor of a kitchen that will be yours by then, in the last of the 

light. Your person is at the table with a friend, and they are talking, and your name 

comes up the way a name does when nobody is being careful.

And the friend says: she's so different now. What on earth did you do?

And your person will think about it.

And she will say: oh — nothing, really. She just settled. She grew out of it, I think.

❧

And you will lie there on the tile and know exactly what she did.

She sat down on the floor.

She stopped asking you to be different.

She waited on a cold morning when everything in her wanted to pull, and she let the 

hour be long, and she went and got herself quiet first and let the quiet come down the 

rope.

She did that four hundred times. She did it on days when nobody saw, and on days 

when she was crying about something else entirely, and on the day she was certain it 

was not working.
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And now she cannot remember doing any of it.

❧

That is not her failing, little ones. Lift your heads.

That is what it looks like when it worked.

The best keeping leaves no mark on the thing it kept. When the work is truly finished 

the people look around at a quiet house and a settled dog and say — we did it 

ourselves. It just came right.

So do not correct her.

Let her have it. Let her think it was time, or luck, or the weather, or that you simply 

grew out of it.

Because a woman who believes the peace arrived on its own will not spend her life 

terrified of losing it. And a woman who believes she performed the peace will spend 

every remaining morning of yours afraid of doing it wrong.

Let her think it was nothing.

The work that leaves no fingerprints is the only work that ever lasts.

And you will be there on the floor in the last of the light, keeping the watch, saying 

nothing at all.

That is the whole of it.

That is what we crossed for.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

third pass — the second movement

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 8 · FRONT
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We Did It Ourselves

SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS
2 · THE NOSE YOU HAVE BEEN LIVING WITH

Let her be right when you are sure she is wrong

FROM SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS

You do not need to be a scientist to do any of this.

But one or two things about her nose will make you a better partner — mostly because 

they will help you trust her on the days when she seems to be searching wrongly and 

is not.

A world built out of smell

Dogs carry vastly more olfactory receptors than we do, spread across a far larger sheet 

of sensory tissue, and they devote a much greater share of the brain to making sense of 

it.

I want to be honest about the numbers.

You will see specific figures repeated everywhere — five or six million receptors for us, 

two or three hundred million for a dog. Those figures are quoted far more often than 

they are sourced, and they vary with breed and with method.

YOUR TURN

This week, once, let her be right when you are sure she is wrong.

Set a search. When she goes somewhere you did not expect and stays there, do 

not call her off and do not redirect her.
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Wait.

Then go and look at what she was telling you about.

When the Nose Goes Somewhere You Cannot Follow

Outdoors, a nose that is working can pull a dog toward a road, a hole, a dead 

thing, or another animal.

* Trusting the nose is not the same as following it anywhere.

Long line on. Safe ground. And on any surface or in any place where a find could 

hurt her, keep the searching indoors until the two of you are more practiced.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 8 · BACK
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While It Is Still Good
❧

There will be a green ball, and there will be a yard.

The first throw is the best thing that has ever happened to anyone. Your feet find the 

ground and the ground gives it back and the whole world narrows to one bouncing 

green thing, and you are exactly what you were made to be.

The fifth throw is still very good.

By the twelfth your legs have gone heavy and the joy has thinned out into something 

more like work — but she is laughing, so you go.

By the twentieth you are bringing it back out of duty. Your mouth is dry. Your sides 

are going. Something in you has already put itself away for the night.

And she throws it again, because you brought it back.

❧

She is not being unkind, little ones. Take that thought and let it go.

She is doing what people do with a good thing: she is pouring after the cup is full.

Watch a person's cupped hands under a running tap. There is a moment when the 

water sits perfect and trembling in them and the whole business is a small marvel. 

And they do not turn off the tap.

They keep pouring, and it runs down the wrists and onto the floor, and now there is 

less in the hands than there was a moment ago.

Sharpen a blade past its edge and you have made it duller than when you began.
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❧

Here is the part I must tell you about yourselves, and I want you to hold still for it.

You will not stop.

We do not stop. We will run past the end of ourselves for someone we love, and then 

keep running, and call it happiness, and mean it — right up until the morning our legs 

will not do it anymore.

So the stopping will not come from you.

But there is one small thing you can do, and it is worth more than it looks. Lie down 

with the ball still in your mouth. Take it under the step and put your head on it. Turn 

your face aside from the next throw while you can still bear to.

Say that was the good part, and it is over — while it is still true.

❧

The best afternoon is the one that ends one throw before you wanted it to.

That is the throw you both come back for tomorrow.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 9 · FRONT
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While It Is Still Good

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 9

End while she wants more

THE TURN

This will not look like training, and all of it is. You are not teaching a trick. You are 

hiring the Old Wolf from Episode 5 — handing the oldest machinery she owns its first 

honest job in years.

WHAT TO DO

Three boxes, spaced on the floor. Bait one while she watches. Let her go. The instant 

her nose commits to the right box — the word from Episode 8. Then walk over and 

drop several more pieces into that same box, so the box itself becomes the place where 

good things happen. That is the whole session. End while she wants more.

TRY TONIGHT

Three boxes, one find, mark, pay in the box. Two minutes, and stop. Two minutes 

most days beats twenty minutes on Sunday — this game runs on wanting, and 

wanting is protected by ending early.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If she is too worried to approach the boxes at all, make everything smaller — one 

box, more space, softer light, better food — and give it a week. A dog who cannot 

search in her own kitchen after two honest weeks is a dog carrying too much to 
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hunt, and that is worth a real conversation: 

coachingcaninecompanions.com/contact.
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The Reading
❧

Stand at the gate tomorrow morning and do not move.

Do not go anywhere at all.

The street will come to you.

The man who walked past before the light, hurrying, and frightened of something he 

did not name. The dog from the corner, who has been here twice, and is not well, and 

is worse than she was. Rain, coming — not yet, but before the afternoon. A cat who 

spent some time under the parked car and left with no rush at all. A child eating 

something sweet, and the sweet thing dropped, and the small bird that came for it 

after.

You will know the whole street without setting one foot in it.

And your person will walk two miles and learn less.

❧

Do not think unkindly of her for that. She was given eyes.

Eyes are a strange gift. They only work on what is in front of them, which means a 

person must go and stand in front of a thing before she can know it. So she goes. She 

travels, and she hurries, and she covers ground, and the farther she goes the more 

certain she becomes that going is how knowing is done.

You will learn more with your head down at one fencepost than she will learn in a 

mile.
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❧

So on the morning she is walking you fast down the pavement, and you have stopped 

at a post —

hold.

Not against her. Just hold, for a breath or two more than she meant to give you.

That post is a page. There is a whole week written on it. Somebody stood here and was 

afraid; somebody else came by later and was not; a female passed through on Sunday 

and the news of her is still faintly here on Wednesday.

You are halfway down the page, and she is calling it dawdling.

She will learn. Some of them learn.

And the greatest gift she will ever hand you is the one she thinks is nothing at all: 

three unhurried minutes at a fencepost, on a walk that was never going anywhere in 

the first place.

She thinks the walk is the distance.

The walk was never the distance. The walk was the reading.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 10 · FRONT
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The Reading

SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS
8 · LESSON THREE · LETTING THE NOSE DO THE WORK

The moment her nose catches it

FROM SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS

Until now she has probably been finding the food partly with her eyes.

That was fine, and it was necessary.

Now the game tips gently toward the nose, which is the real skill and the real 

medicine.

The stair

One step at a time, across several sessions. This is a stair, not a menu.

More boxes — from three or five up toward eight or twelve, so there is more ground to 

cover.

Bait where she cannot watch you do it, so she has to sniff rather than remember.

Cover the food lightly — a flap folded over, a twist of paper — so the nose has to work 

a little.

YOUR TURN

This week, find the moment her nose catches it.

Not the moment she reaches the box — the moment before that, when she is still 

two feet away and something changes.
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The head comes up.

Or the breathing quickens.

Or she turns back into something she had already walked past.

That flicker is her tell.

Learning to see it is worth more than every technique in this book.

When She Meets Her Edge and Stops

A dog who quits is not being difficult.

She is telling you the question was larger than the answer she had available.

Make the next one obviously easy. Let her win it. Then stop.

Done for today is data, not failure.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 10 · BACK
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The Shake
❧

Something will happen at the corner.

The bin lid goes over in the wind. The motorbike comes around the wall with no 

warning at all. And every part of you goes straight up — heart, breath, the fur along 

your spine, all of it, instantly, without asking your permission.

Good. That is your body doing exactly what it was built to do, and I will not have any of 

you ashamed of it.

Now watch what happens next, if you are allowed to have it.

The moment passes. The bike goes. And your whole body, from your nose to the last 

inch of your tail, takes itself in both hands and shakes.

Then a yawn, probably. Then your head goes down, and you carry on, and the corner 

is only a corner again.

That shake is not nothing, little ones.

That is the oldest returning there is. That is your body putting itself back where it 

lives.

Everything that rises must be allowed to come down. What is not allowed to come 

down does not go anywhere — it only goes quiet, and stays, and waits under the floor 

for the next corner.

❧
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Now here is what will grieve you about people, and there is no fixing it, only 

understanding it.

They have no shake.

They were never given one. So a person carries Tuesday into Wednesday, and 

Wednesday into the weekend, and something that happened to her at nine years old 

into a hallway forty years later on an ordinary morning with a leash in her hand.

Nothing in her ever finished. It only got stored.

That is not weakness. It is how they are built, and most of them do not know it, and 

they will tell you they are fine while their shoulders sit up around their ears.

❧

So shake where she can see you.

Shake in the kitchen. Shake in the hall after the doorbell. Let her watch the whole 

thing go through you and out of you and be over.

She will laugh at it. She will say look at her, shaking it off.

That is the closest she will get to the truth for a long while, and it is closer than she 

knows.

The storm is not the trouble. The storm is weather.

The trouble is only ever a storm that was never allowed to end.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 11 · FRONT
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The Shake

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
RECOVERY

Measure the return, not the storm

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

For many years,

I celebrated the wrong moments.

I celebrated the dog who didn't bark.

The perfect sit.

The flawless recall.

The quiet walk.

Those moments are lovely.

But they are not the moments that changed my understanding of dogs.

Recovery did that.

The first time I noticed recovery, I almost missed it.

A young shepherd had become overwhelmed by another dog across the park.

He barked.

Pulled.

Whined.
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His whole body gathered into a storm.

Then,

forty-five seconds later,

he sighed.

Not dramatically.

Just one long breath.

YOUR TURN

This week,

don't measure the storm.

Measure the return.

Notice the first sigh.

The first softened eye.

The first curious sniff.

The first moment your dog's attention returns to the world.

Write that down.

Those tiny homecomings deserve to be remembered.

Over time,

you may discover that recovery becomes the most hopeful graph your journal 

ever creates.

Not because it climbs perfectly.

Because it slowly teaches you that healing rarely arrives all at once.

It comes home one breath at a time.

When Recovery Never Comes

Sometimes,

the storm never seems to end.

The breathing remains fast.
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Sleep never fully settles.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 11 · BACK
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The Small No
❧

At some point there will be a table in a garden, and people around it, and a great deal 

of noise.

And a hand will come down toward the top of your head from above, the way hands 

do.

You will say no.

Not loudly. You will say it the way we say it first: the head turned aside, the eyes gone 

half away, the tongue across the nose, the weight shifting back into the hind feet. The 

smallest, most polite no in the world.

Nobody at that table will hear it.

The hand will land on your head anyway, and somebody will say what a lovely dog you 

are, and the moment will pass, and nothing will appear to have happened.

Something happened.

❧

Say it again next time. And the time after.

And if the small no is never answered — not once, not in a year — then one day it will 

come out of you louder. Larger. With your voice in it.

And on that day they will reach for a hard name for you, and they will say it came out 

of nowhere.

I want to be exact with you now, so listen.
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The loud no is not bad manners.

The loud no is what a quiet no becomes when nobody ever answered it.

❧

So keep your no. Whatever else you give away in this life, do not let anyone take your 

no.

Because — and this is the part almost no one understands, and I would carve it over 

every door if I had hands —

a yes from a creature who was never permitted a no is not a yes.

It is only silence, wearing a better coat.

And the person who stops her hand on a Tuesday because she saw you turn your head 

— who says ah, not now, all right and lets it go —

that is the person you will follow into deep water on a Friday, without being asked, 

without a rope, without one moment of doubt.

They think the yes is the treasure.

The no is where the treasure is kept.
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The Small No

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 4

The face that is not friendliness

THE TURN

Flee, fight, fawn, freeze. Four faces of the same fear. The frozen dog is not being 

defiant, the frantic dog is not being wild, and the wiggly one is not always being 

friendly. All three are past the line from Episode 1.

WHAT TO DO

Freeze is the easiest to miss and the most misread: held breath, hard muscles, no 

micro-movements — a dog described as “fine, just standing there.” Fawn is the saddest 

to misread: the appeasement wiggle that gets rewarded as friendliness while the dog is 

asking for the moment to end. Naming the face does not label her. It tells you how 

much she was carrying, right then.

TRY TONIGHT

Think of your dog's hardest moment this month. Which face was it? Say it out 

loud — flee, fight, fawn, or freeze — without using a single word that judges her.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

A dog cycling through these faces in her own home, with nothing happening, is a 

veterinary question first. The body gets the first hearing — always.
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The Door She Closes
❧

There is a sound coming that you do not know yet.

Keys. Then the coat. Then a particular kind of quick, apologetic movement in the hall 

— and then the door, and then the flat silence on the other side of it.

Some of you will come apart at that sound. Not all. But some, and I know already that 

some of you are looking at me.

I am not going to tell you it is nothing.

It is the oldest wound there is. It is the exact opposite of the promise we crossed for on 

the first night — neither of us, ever again, alone in the dark — and your body knows 

the shape of that promise long before you have any idea what I am talking about.

❧

Now here is the thing you cannot see yet, and cannot be told, and I will say it anyway 

because saying it is what I am for.

The door is not the leaving.

The door is the near half of the returning.

You have only ever watched it close. You have not yet lived long enough to know that it 

is the same door, and that it opens, and that she is on the other side of it coming back 

to you the whole time she is gone.

That cannot be learned in one night. It is not knowledge. It has to be built — she goes 

and she comes back, she goes and she comes back, at the end of the path, then to the 
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gate, then to the shop, then for a whole afternoon — four hundred small proofs, until 

your body finally writes it down where it keeps the true things.

Let her build it small. Let her prove it at the end of the path first.

There is no hurry. There was never any hurry.

❧

And for those of you who came from somewhere else before this fire —

for the ones whose person walked out one morning and did not come back, and never 

came back, and there was no explaining it —

your body wrote that down too.

It was not wrong to write it. It was doing its work. It was keeping you.

But it wrote down one door.

And there are other doors, little ones, and this is the whole of what I want you to carry 

out of tonight: the writing can be added to.

Slowly. In her own time. By a person who keeps coming back long past the point 

where you had stopped expecting her to.

That is not a trick and it is not a technique.

It is only the covenant, being kept again, in a house you have not seen yet.
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Enough
❧

Look one more time at the old grey one by the stove.

She has a blanket. She has a bowl by the door. She has a square of sun that comes 

across the floor at about eleven and moves off toward the wall by two, and she moves 

with it, slowly, and lies back down in it.

And she has a person, who comes back.

That is all. That is the entire inventory of her life, and she is not waiting for anything.

❧

When you are young you will want everything, all of it, immediately. The bird. The 

ball. The far end of the field. The thing on the counter.

I will not scold that. It is right, and it is beautiful to watch, and the wanting is a kind of 

health.

But look at her by the stove, and understand: she did not arrive there by getting more.

She arrived by needing less.

There is no greater poverty than not knowing when you have enough. A creature who 

cannot say this is enough has no amount that will ever be enough — and so she is poor 

in a house full of everything, and she will die poor, with the counter still stacked.

❧

And now the part that is not about you at all, which is most of the parts.
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Your person will spend the whole of your life together getting more.

A better year. A bigger place. The next thing, and the thing after that, and a great deal 

of quiet worry underneath it that she has not got there yet and time is going.

And the thing she has been looking for the entire time will be lying at her feet in a 

square of sun.

You cannot tell her. She would not hear it; it is not a thing that goes in through the 

ears.

So do not chase her into the wanting. Be the other thing, out loud, where she can see it. 

Be visibly, unmistakably satisfied. Sigh when you lie down. Let your body go heavy on 

the floor beside her chair in the middle of an ordinary Wednesday afternoon when 

nothing whatsoever is happening.

One blanket. One bowl. One square of sun. One person who came back.

Every single thing she has been looking for, little ones —

and the whole of it already in the room.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

fourth pass — the third movement
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The Face They Call Guilty
❧

One afternoon she will go out, and you will be alone with a cushion.

It is not spite. I want that established before anything else, because a great deal of 

sorrow in this world comes from people believing otherwise. You will simply be young, 

and the house will be very quiet, and the seam along the edge of that cushion will be 

the single most interesting thing in it.

Then the afternoon goes on, and the stuffing is out, and you get bored of that too, and 

eventually you fall asleep on the wreck of it.

You will not think about it again. Not once. It will be as gone from you as last week's 

rain.

❧

Then the key in the door.

And joy — always joy first, straight up from the floor, the whole body of it, because she 

came back and the covenant held for one more day.

And then you will see her face.

Something in her has gone hard and loud, and the air in the hall has changed, and her 

voice is coming down at you from a great height with a shape in it you do not 

recognize.
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So your body does the only sensible thing a body can do. You go small. Ears flat back. 

Spine low. Your tail moves fast and close to the ground. You look away, and you lick, 

and you fold yourself down toward the floorboards.

And she will turn to whoever is standing behind her and say:

Look at him. He knows exactly what he did.

❧

He does not.

He knows exactly what she did — with her face, in the doorway, three seconds ago.

That folding is not a confession, little ones. It is the oldest peacemaking there is. It 

says: you are enormous and angry and I am very small, and please, please, let us not do 

this to each other.

She thinks she is looking at your guilt.

She is looking at her own face, coming back to her.

❧

That is what you are. I have been circling it all night and here it is, plain.

You are not going out there to be judged. You are going out to be the clearest surface in 

that house — and everything she puts on you comes back to her, exact, without one 

word of comment.

Most of them never look.

Some of them look, one evening, and see themselves standing in a hallway with their 

voice up and their hands out, and go very quiet.

And the cushion, meanwhile, was hours ago and is gone.

Only her face was now.

She asked you a question in the doorway, and you answered it honestly,

and she called the honest answer a confession.
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The Face They Call Guilty

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE MISREAD BODY

What a stranger would assume

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

There are some dogs who begin every conversation at a disadvantage.

Not because of who they are.

Because of how they appear.

Before they take a single step,

before they lift an ear,

before anyone has looked into their eyes,

someone has already decided who they must be.

Broad heads.

Scarred faces.

Docked tails.

Cropped ears.

Heavy muscles.

Strong jaws.

Sometimes even the name of their breed becomes a story someone else has written for 

them.
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It isn't fair.

The dogs know nothing about those stories.

Yet they live inside them every day.

YOUR TURN

This week,

look at your dog as though you had never seen them before.

What assumptions might a stranger make?

Then gently set those assumptions aside.

Watch instead for breathing.

Weight.

Eyes.

Softness.

Recovery.

Ask yourself,

"If my dog's body could speak more clearly than its appearance allows... what 

story would it be telling me?"

Write that story.

Not the world's version.

Your dog's.

When the World Reads Your Dog Wrong

There may always be people who misunderstand your companion.

That is something none of us can completely control.

What we can control is this.

Our willingness to become faithful readers.

Because one person who truly sees a dog,
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The Old Hunt
❧

You will be standing in the yard on an ordinary afternoon, doing nothing at all, and 

the wind will change.

And something in you will go to stone.

Head low. Every part of you organizing at once, without one instruction from 

anywhere. The breath going deep and slow instead of quick. The eyes softening into a 

kind of concentration that nothing else in your life will ever produce.

The world has just said one sentence, and it was meant only for you, and you are the 

only creature on that ground who heard it.

She will call your name.

You will not hear her. Not out of defiance — you will genuinely not hear her, because 

the part of you that answers to names has stepped back to let something older have 

the room.

And she will be embarrassed. She will apologize to a stranger passing the fence. She 

will say sorry, he's got a nose on him, in the voice people use for a fault.

❧

Little ones, what woke in you at that fence is older than her house.

It is older than her language, and older than mine, and older than this fire, which I 

have kept for longer than there are words for.
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It was working perfectly well for ten thousand years before anybody thought to give 

any of us a name. It has never once been broken. It has never once needed fixing.

It is not asking to be argued with. It has no interest in your obedience and it will not 

be reasoned out of the yard.

It only wants what it has always wanted: somewhere to finish.

❧

Now the hard half.

Some of you carry so much of that old thing that it will need somewhere to go every 

single day of your life. Not most days. Every one.

And a person who never finds you that somewhere will spend years watching it come 

out sideways — at the gate, at the fence, at the car going past — and she will reach for 

a word to explain you, and the word will be about your character, and it will be wrong.

But when it is given ground —

when there is something laid out for you to seek, and follow, and work all the way 

down to the end of, and find —

watch what happens to your body afterward.

It goes quiet in a way that no soft voice and no warm bed and no kind hand has ever 

once managed.

Not tired.

Finished.

Nothing in you needs breaking, little ones.

There is only a very old thing in there that has never yet been allowed to finish a 

sentence.
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The Old Hunt

SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS
3 · TWO GATES, AND A BOWL

The two gates

FROM SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS

Before we ask anything of a dog, two questions stand at the entrance.

They are the same two gates that stand before any reading.

The stone in the hoof

The first gate is the body.

A dog who used to enjoy something and no longer does is telling you about her body 

until proven otherwise.

Consider what a search actually asks. Lower the head. Hold it lowered. Reach into a 

box. Turn quickly. Do it again.

If any of that hurts, she will find the whole thing strange and unpleasant, and she will 

have no way to say so except by declining.

YOUR TURN

Before you begin, spend one evening at the gates.

Watch her get up from a nap.

Watch her lower her head to her bowl.
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Watch her come down a step.

Then decide honestly whether anything needs a veterinarian before anything 

needs a box.

When the Gate Stays Closed

If you are unsure about her body, do not proceed and hope.

Call your veterinarian first.

Few acts of compassion are larger than refusing to mistake pain for disinterest.
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The Dog Across the Park
❧

On a Saturday there will be a gold dog on the far grass.

He comes when he is called, from anywhere, across open ground, past children and 

bicycles and another dog's abandoned ball. He lies down in the middle of everything 

with his chin on his paws. A stranger puts a hand flat on his head and he leans up into 

it and closes his eyes.

And your person will watch him for a while.

Then she will look down at you — behind the bench, on a short leash, doing the 

absolute best that is in you today —

and something in her will go quiet and ashamed.

❧

I want you to know exactly what she is doing in that moment, because if nobody ever 

names it, it will shape the whole of your life together.

She is measuring your Tuesday against somebody else's Saturday.

She does not know that the gold dog is four years old and you are eleven weeks. She 

does not know that nothing frightening has ever happened to him at a gate. She does 

not know what happened at yours — because you cannot tell her, and because it took 

less than a second, and because it happened on a morning she was not there for.

She is comparing a page she can see to a page she has never been shown.
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❧

A person standing on tiptoe to look taller cannot stand there long.

A person taking great long strides to seem important cannot walk far that way.

Everything done for the look of the thing fails, and fails quickly, and looks foolish 

while it is failing. This is as true on the grass on a Saturday morning as it is anywhere 

else on earth.

And you will be tempted to measure, too. The dog with the better bed. The one who is 

allowed on the sofa. The one who has never been frightened of anything.

Do not.

There is no dog anywhere on this earth that you are behind.

❧

There is no race. There was never a race, and there is no far end of the field where the 

fast ones are standing about waiting for you.

There is only this dog, on this ground, on this particular Tuesday —

and how much further she went today than she could have gone last month.

That is the only measurement that has ever meant one single thing.
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The Dog Across the Park

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
3 · HOW MUCH SHE IS CARRYING

Out of ten, this morning

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

Two Tuesdays, the same corner, the same neighbor's dog, the same distance.

On the first Tuesday she notices, looks, and carries on.

On the second she comes apart.

Nothing about the corner changed. What changed is how much she was already 

carrying when she arrived at it.

The load

Every dog has a ceiling — a point past which she can no longer take food, hear you, or 

think.

Under it, she is a dog who is coping. Over it, she is a dog surviving something, and 

nothing you say or offer will reach her.

Learning happens under the ceiling. Only there. That single fact is what every 

technique in this book is arranged around.

YOUR TURN

For two weeks, write one number in the morning, before anything happens.

Out of ten, how much room does she have today?
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You will feel unqualified to answer. Answer anyway — you know more than you 

think, and the guess gets sharper fast.

Then, at the end of each day, write whether you were right.

Two weeks of that and you will start choosing your walks by the number instead 

of by the clock, which is the single largest practical change most people make in 

this whole module.

When Every Day Is a Full Day

If the number is never above four — if there is no day in the week where she has 

room — then the load is not coming from your walks.
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When the House Fills with Rules
❧

Go and stand in a house where the way between the two of them is whole.

Count the rules.

You will not find many. Almost none, in fact. Things simply happen in that house — 

somebody gets up and somebody follows; somebody sits down and somebody leans 

against a shin; a hand drifts down without looking and a head comes up to meet it 

without being asked.

Nobody in that house could tell you the rules, because there are none to tell.

❧

Now go and stand in a house where something between them has broken.

That house is full of rules.

Not on the sofa. Not in the kitchen while we eat. Not that door, not that room, not the 

stairs. Off. Down. Wait there. And every week another one, written on a card and stuck 

to the wall of the hall where everybody can see it.

Here is the thing about rules, little ones, and it is true of houses and of villages and of 

whole countries:

rules grow in the place where the understanding used to be.

The more of them there are on the wall, the more thoroughly that house has forgotten 

how to be a house.
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❧

Do not think badly of her for it.

She is filling a gap with the only material anyone ever handed her. Nobody taught her 

the other way. Nobody sat her down and told her that a house can be run on knowing 

one another, so she is running hers on paper, and working very hard at it, and getting 

tireder.

Every rule on that wall is a small monument standing over a place where the two of 

you stopped being able to understand each other.

So when a new one goes up, do not fight it.

Look underneath it instead. There is a lost conversation down there, and it is usually a 

short one, and it is usually about something that frightened one of you.

The best house you will ever live in is the one where nobody could tell a visitor the 

rules —

because the two of them have not once, in years, had to explain themselves to each 

other.
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When the House Fills with Rules

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
7 · MANAGEMENT IS NOT AVOIDANCE

Management is not avoidance

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

There is a sentence that has done a great deal of harm in this field.

You cannot avoid it forever.

It is usually said kindly, and it is usually said to somebody who has just discovered 

that walking at six in the morning makes their dog's life bearable.

What the rehearsal costs

Every full-sized reaction is a repetition.

Not just of the feeling — of the behavior. It gets a little more practiced, a little more 

automatic, a little more the obvious answer.

Preventing it is not dodging the work.

Preventing it is a substantial portion of the work.

YOUR TURN

Draw your neighborhood, roughly, on one page.

Mark the routes you can survive, the corners you cannot see around, the gates 

with dogs behind them, the three places you could duck into.
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Then plan one walk that uses only the good ground.

Most people have been walking a route chosen for its convenience, and have 

never once drawn it.

When Management Is All There Is, for Now

For some dogs, for some seasons, management is the entire program.

A dog recovering from something. A household in crisis. A person who has 

nothing left this month.

That is not failure. A dog whose life is arranged so she rarely has to cope with 

more than she can is a dog whose load is falling, and falling load is treatment 

even when nobody is training anything.
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The Hour She Cannot Hear
❧

There is a thing in her house that makes a small sound and never stops.

She lives inside it. You will see her look up at it forty times a day, and something in her 

shoulders will answer every time she does.

She will say in a minute.

She will say not now.

She will say later, I promise, I just have to— and then a word you will never learn the 

meaning of.

And she will say, more than once, in a voice with something tired underneath it: one 

day, when things calm down.

❧

You have no clock.

You have morning. You have the square of sun on the floorboards and the way it 

moves across them. You have the sound of her car, which you can hear from four 

houses away and which no one has ever been able to explain. You have the hour the 

bowl is filled.

And you have now, which is where you keep everything else.

She believes she is saving time. It cannot be done. There is nowhere to put it; it is not 

that kind of thing. What she is actually doing is spending this afternoon to buy an 

afternoon that does not exist yet, and never will.
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And things do not calm down. Not for her. Not for anyone. They have never once 

calmed down for a single person in the whole long history of people saying it.

❧

So here is your work, and it will not feel like work.

You are the only clock in that house that tells the true hour.

When you cross the room at nine on a Tuesday evening and put your head down on 

her knee, you are not asking for anything. You have not come to be stroked, though 

you will take it.

You have come to tell her what time it is.

It is now.

It is still now.

It has been now the entire time she was looking up at the wall.

She will say she has no time today.

So lie down where she can see you, and be completely and shamelessly out of time 

yourself.

It is the only argument that has ever worked on any of them.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 19 · FRONT

84



BACK OF CARD 19BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

19

BACK OF CARD 19  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

The Hour She Cannot Hear

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
6 · SLEEP, AND THE OTHER TWENTY-THREE HOURS

Her day, not yours

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

You will spend perhaps twenty minutes a day on the exercises in this book.

She has twenty-three hours and forty minutes left, and they are doing more to her 

than your twenty minutes are.

Sleep first

Under-rested dogs are less able to cope with everything.

Adult dogs sleep a great deal, and many of the dogs I meet who are finding the world 

difficult are not getting anything like enough — not because nobody offers it, but 

because the household never actually goes quiet, or because her bed is in the middle of 

the traffic, or because a child, another dog, or a doorbell keeps interrupting the deep 

part.

YOUR TURN

Draw a line across the middle of a page and mark it out as twenty-four hours.

Fill in her day. Not yours — hers. Sleep, real sleep, and where it broke. Meals. 

Time alone. Time on alert. Time outside. Time at the window.

Almost everybody who does this finds something they were not expecting, and it 

is usually not on the walk.
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When the Twenty-Three Hours Cannot Change

Sometimes they cannot. There is a baby, or a shift pattern, or a flat above a busy 

road, or a household you do not control.

Then be honest about it and lower your expectations of the twenty minutes 

accordingly — not out of defeat, but so you stop reading a hard environment as a 

failure of technique.
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The Bow
❧

Front end down. Back end up. Tail going. Eyes wide and bright and fixed on the other 

one.

It is the first thing every one of you will do without being shown, and it is the oldest 

sentence we have, and I want you to understand what it actually says.

It does not say let us play.

It is a promise:

Everything after this is not real.

I am going to use my teeth and they will not close. I am going to chase you and I will 

not catch you the way I could. I am going to come at you with the whole of my body, 

and nothing here is going to be done for real, to you, by me, ever.

Think how much trust it takes to say that.

Think how much more it takes to believe it, from a stranger, on wet grass, having only 

just met.

❧

There is no winning available in it. That is not a rule of the game. That is the game.

If one of them is winning, it stopped being play some while ago, and both of them 

already know it, and one of them is about to say so.

And watch what the big ones do.
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The big one goes down. He falls over on purpose, again and again, and lies there with 

his legs in the air being savaged by something a quarter his size.

Nobody taught him that. Nobody has ever had to teach any of us that.

He is handicapping himself so the game can continue, because the continuing is the 

entire point, and he would rather never win again than have it stop.

❧

Your person has forgotten how to do this.

I say it plainly because it is true of nearly all of them. She will try — but she will play 

the way she does everything else, which is to say she will try to be good at it. She will 

want the ball brought back correctly. She will make a small disappointed sound when 

it is not.

So be the one who bows.

Bow at her in the kitchen, out of nowhere, on a bad Wednesday when nothing at all 

has gone right. Front down, back up, that ridiculous face.

Most of them cannot resist it.

Something will come up into her face that is about forty years old and has not been out 

in a very long while.

And she will think she has spent five minutes doing absolutely nothing.

She will not know that you took her, for five whole minutes, all the way back to before 

any of it went wrong.

That is not nothing, little ones.

That may be the largest thing any of us has ever done for them.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

fifth pass — the fourth movement
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The Stone in the Hoof
❧

There is a thing that happens to horses, and I have watched it happen more times than 

I could count.

A stone works its way up into the hoof. Nothing to see. Nothing at all, from the outside.

And the horse goes on — but something has changed in him. The stride shortens. He 

will not take the turn he took yesterday. He is hard to catch in the morning, and he 

was never hard to catch before.

And the people around him say: he has turned difficult.

The horse has a stone in his foot.

❧

It will happen to you. Not the stone — the rest of it.

Something in the hip. Something behind the ear that will not come right. A back tooth. 

A gut that has hurt so steadily for so long that you have stopped remembering there 

was ever another way to feel.

And here is the part that will cost you, and there is no getting out of it, because it was 

written into us long before there were houses.

You will hide it.

We all hide it. A creature who limps in the open is a creature who gets taken, and so 

ten thousand years ago we learned to carry it flat and say nothing whatsoever, and 

none of us have been able to unlearn it since.
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So it will not come out as pain. It will come out sideways.

You will stop wanting the stairs. You will flinch at a hand you have loved your whole 

life. You will not be able to bear the other one lying too close. You will go short with 

everybody, over nothing, at the end of a long day.

❧

And she will not say something hurts.

She will say he's changed. She will say he's got grumpy in his old age. She will look for 

the reason in your character, because that is where people have always been taught to 

look first, and she will find a word there, and she will be entirely wrong, and the word 

will stick to you for years.

So give her what you can. Hesitate at the bottom of the stairs where she is standing. 

Let her watch you get up slowly, twice, in the same evening.

And I will say the rest of this over your heads to anyone at all who might be listening, 

because it is the most useful thing I know:

before any word about who this creature is is allowed into that house — before 

difficult, before grumpy, before any of it — somebody must ask whether something 

hurts.

A change that arrived with no story is not a character.

It is a message.

And it is nearly always the body that sent it.
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The Stone in the Hoof

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
4 · THE STONE IN THE HOOF

The gate before everything

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

There is a question I have learned to ask before any other, and I ask it even when it 

seems absurd.

Does she hurt?

Why this is the first gate and not a footnote

When veterinary behavior specialists reviewed their own recent dog caseloads, a 

conservative estimate was that around a third of referred cases involved some form of 

painful condition — and in some samples, the figure approached eighty percent.

A third, conservatively. In dogs referred for behavior.

I have measured this. Mills and colleagues, 2020. The address is at the back.

YOUR TURN

Film sixty seconds of her getting up from a nap and walking away from you.

Do it once a month, always in the same place, always from behind.

Nobody notices a slow change in an animal they see every day. A file of thirty-

second clips is the only defense against that, and it costs you a minute a month.

You will be glad of it. Possibly not this year.
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When the Gate Is Closed

If your veterinarian finds something, the behavior work does not go in the 

drawer — but it changes shape.

Everything gets smaller and gentler. Searching on soft footing, at low height, with 

nothing that asks her to twist or hold her head down for long. Shorter sessions. 

More rest.
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The Bowl
❧

The bowl goes down.

It is the best moment of the day and there is no close second. The whole world narrows 

to that one round thing on the kitchen floor.

And then a hand comes into it.

Somebody has told her she should be able to take your food away whenever she likes 

— that she must be able to, to prove something, to settle some question that was never 

actually asked.

So she does it. And she means well. Remember that she means well; she has been told 

it is the responsible thing.

❧

Watch what she is actually teaching.

The first time, you only look up.

The third time, you eat faster.

By the tenth you have learned exactly one thing, and it is not generosity. You have 

learned: hands take.

A creature whose food has been taken a hundred times does not become easy about 

food. She becomes quick. And then she becomes still and quiet over the bowl in a way 

that nobody notices. And then one day she says so out loud, plainly, in the only voice 

that has ever been answered —
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and everyone in that kitchen is astonished, and says it came from nowhere.

It came from the hand. It came from ten years of the hand.

❧

Now go and stand in the other house.

In that house, when the hand comes toward the bowl, something better lands in it. A 

piece of chicken. A spoon of something warm. And then the hand goes away again, 

every time, without ever once taking.

And that dog looks up when a person walks toward her dinner — not to hold it, but 

because in this house, people arriving at the bowl has only ever meant one thing, and 

the thing is good.

Same bowl. Same hand. Opposite creature.

❧

The one who has never been robbed has nothing at all to defend.

Take nothing from her and she will give you everything, including the bone she has 

not finished, which she will carry across the room and lay, wet and disgusting, on your 

foot.

Nobody guards what nobody takes.
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The Bowl

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
5 · THE DAILY SCATTER

The bowl stays in the cupboard

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

This movement is the one people skip, and skipping it is why the third movement fails.

Before you take her anywhere near the difficult thing, you spend some weeks doing 

nothing but lowering how much she is carrying on an ordinary day.

Not training. Draining.

The two-minute version

Take a handful of her food out to the grass and throw it.

Then sit down and let her hunt it.

That is the entire exercise, and it is the most reliably useful thing in this book. It costs 

two minutes, it needs no equipment, it works on a balcony, and it asks nothing of her 

that she does not already know how to do.

YOUR TURN

For three weeks, change nothing else at all.

No trigger work. No brave outings. No testing whether she is better yet.

Two minutes of scattered food, most days, and your three lines afterward.

At the end of the three weeks, read back the minutes until settled numbers from 
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the first week and the last.

That comparison is the argument for this chapter, and it will be made in her 

handwriting rather than mine.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

Some dogs cannot eat outdoors at all yet. Some cannot eat while you are 

watching. Some cannot eat in the front room because of what the front room 

contains.

Then it happens inside, in the quietest room in the house, with you turned side-

on and reading something.

If she will eat off the floor while you are in the room, that is the entire session, 

and it is earned.

Move it one room closer to the world when she stops noticing that you moved it.
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What the Weather Cannot Do
❧

The wind that came through the yard at first light — the one that bent the hedge and 

made the fence sing and put every bird out of the hawthorn at once —

was finished before the bowls were filled.

The rain that kept everyone indoors did not last the day. The thunder that came over 

the hill and emptied the whole park in four minutes was gone by the time the grass 

dried.

Not one storm you will ever meet has managed to stay.

The sky cannot do it. The sky has not got the strength — and if the whole of heaven 

and earth together cannot keep a hard morning going past noon, then nothing else can 

either.

❧

Not a fear.

Not a bad Thursday at the corner by the wall.

And not hers.

❧

There will be mornings when the whole weather of her is wrong.
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She will come down the stairs with a face that is not her face. Her voice will have an 

edge on it that she did not put there on purpose. The hand that always comes down 

without looking will not come down.

And you will think it is about you.

It will almost never be about you, little ones. Almost never. It will be about a letter, or 

a telephone call, or a person she has not seen in eleven years, or nothing that has a 

name at all.

Do not go asking her to be different.

Do not bring the toy.

Lie down somewhere she will pass, and be entirely unbothered, and let the weather 

move across the both of you.

Because nothing that came in on the weather has ever stayed.

It has not failed to pass, once, in the whole history of the world.
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Held, and Held Down
❧

There will be a cold table, and a room with a hard smell, and hands that do not belong 

to her.

And something will have to be done to you.

I am not going to pretend otherwise. Sometimes it must simply be done, and no 

amount of gentleness gets around it, and I will not stand at this fire and tell you a 

comfortable lie on the last night I have with you.

But there are two ways it can happen, and you must learn to feel the difference, 

because one of them will leave a mark on you for life and the other will not.

❧

Held down is hands arriving with no warning. From above. Fast. More of them than 

there are of you. It is your small no going up and nobody catching it. It is no way out in 

any direction, and nothing you do making the slightest difference to what happens 

next.

A creature who has been held down learns one thing, and learns it permanently: 

hands are weather. Nothing I say changes hands.

Held is somebody telling you first.

It is a hand that rests on your shoulder and waits half a second before it moves. It is a 

pause between the one thing and the next thing. It is someone stopping when you turn 

your head away, and letting you come back, and starting again from there.

99



CARD 24 · TWENTY-FOURFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

It hurts just the same. The needle is the same needle. The nail is cut the same length.

But you were there for it, instead of underneath it.

❧

So let yourself be told.

When her hand comes to your shoulder and stops — and she may well learn to stop, 

they can learn this — give her the half-second back. Say yes with your body when it is 

true. Say the small no when it is not, and let her prove to you, over and over, in small 

dull ways on ordinary evenings, that the small no is heard in that house.

❧

And for the things you cannot refuse — the wound, the needle, the day something is 

truly wrong —

look for her.

She should be at your head. Not at your back, and not out in the corridor with the door 

shut because she cannot bear it.

At your head, where you can see her, with her hand on your cheek and her face close 

and her breath going slow.

Because it is not the pain they remember afterward, little ones. It never was.

It is whether anybody stayed at their head.
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Held, and Held Down

THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON
6 · THE CORNER SHE CAN LEAVE TO

The corner she can leave to

FROM THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON

Every space in this book is optional, and this chapter is what makes that true.

Why the retreat is not a luxury

Choice is the active ingredient in all of this.

A dog who can leave is a dog who is choosing to stay, and that changes what the 

staying means. A dog who cannot leave is being exposed to things, which is a different 

activity with a different result.

If there is one part of a sensory garden that a nervous dog needs first, it is this one, and 

it should be built before anything interesting is.

What it needs to be

YOUR TURN

For one week, notice every single time somebody in your household approaches 

her while she is resting.

Count. Do not change anything yet, and do not tell anyone what you are counting.

Most households are startled by the number.

Then put the retreat in, tell everyone the rule, and count again the following 
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week.

When the Retreating Is the Signal

There is a version of this that is not about the garden.

If she has started going away and staying away — from the space, from the room, 

from you — and it is new, that is not a preference developing.

New withdrawal is a veterinary question. Pain, illness, and sight or hearing loss 

all announce themselves this way, and they announce themselves quietly.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 24 · BACK

102



CARD 25 · TWENTY-FIVEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

25

TWENTY-FIVE  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Name She Calls You
❧

Your name is the first thing she will give you.

She will try several before one sticks. She will say it into your neck on the first night 

while you are shaking, and she will say it to strangers with a certain pride in her voice, 

and she will say it perhaps a thousand times before you are a year old.

So watch, very carefully, what she puts inside it.

❧

She says it when the sausage comes out of the paper.

She says it softly in the dark at three in the morning when she cannot sleep and you 

are the only one awake with her.

Good. Both of those go into the bowl of your name and stay there.

But she also says it at the top of the stairs when she has found the shoe.

She says it in the flat, tight voice from the kitchen doorway when the rug is wet.

And she says it — this is the one that does the damage — from the far side of the park, 

at exactly the moment the good hour is ending, when the leash is coming out of her 

pocket and the whole bright afternoon is about to be over.

❧

And then one day she will stand in an open field and say your name, and you will not 

come.
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And she will not understand it. She will be humiliated. She will say to somebody at the 

gate: he knows his name perfectly well, he just chooses not to listen.

You understand it perfectly.

Your name has quietly become a word that means: something you are enjoying is 

about to stop.

You are not refusing her. You have never once refused her.

You are answering the word she made.

❧

She can mend it. They can all mend it, and it is easier than they fear.

She says your name, and nothing happens at all. She says it, and something good 

arrives, and then she lets you go straight back to what you were doing. She says it fifty 

times a week in the house for no reason whatsoever, and each time the word gets 

emptied out a little and filled up with something better.

A name is a bowl. Everything anyone has ever put in it is still in there.

She will tell people that she calls you and you do not come.

You come to your name, little ones. You will always come to your name.

It is only that she stopped calling you, and started calling the end of things.
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The Name She Calls You

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 8

One word never spent

THE TURN

Her name has been spent on everything — come here, stop that, look at me, get down. 

A word that means everything means nothing. The game we are about to build needs 

one word that has never been spent, and it will mean exactly one thing: you are right, 

and payment is coming.

WHAT TO DO

Pick a word you never use in daily life. Then the mechanics, and they are everything: 

say the word, hold a half second of stillness, then the hand moves to deliver the food. 

The order is the whole lesson. If the hand moves first, she learns to watch the hand — 

and the word carries nothing.

TRY TONIGHT

Ten repetitions before bed, in a quiet room. Word. Half second. Deliver. Ask her 

for nothing — this word is never a test she can fail. It is only ever good news.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If she will not eat during this quiet game in her own kitchen, stop and go back to 

Episode 1 — and to the veterinary question. A dog who cannot eat at home is 
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telling you something no game should talk over.
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The Watch
❧

Tonight you will sleep here, in a heap, the way you have slept every night of your short 

lives — someone's paw across your neck, someone's back against your back, the fire 

going down to red.

Tomorrow night you will not.

Tomorrow night there will be a strange room in a strange house, and a bed on the floor 

that smells of a factory, and above you in the dark, a person breathing who is not your 

mother and not your sister and not me.

And something will happen on that first night that none of you will choose.

❧

You will wake.

For no reason at all — nothing will have happened — you will lift your head off your 

paws in the dark and listen to the whole house at once. The window. The stair. The 

street outside the wall. The far room where she is.

And then you will put your head back down, and sleep.

That is the watch.

Nobody taught it to you. Nobody taught it to me. It came in with you, the way your feet 

did.
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The first of my line lay down at the edge of the sleeping people on the first night and 

did exactly that, and every one of us since has done it, in every house on this earth, in 

every language, for longer than any of it has been written down.

❧

And here is what she will never know.

She sleeps differently now.

Deeper. Longer. All the way through to the morning, in a way she has not done since 

she was a child in her mother's house.

She will mention it sometime, laughing, to a friend: I sleep so much better since I got 

him. And she will think it is about company. She will think it is the warmth of a body 

in the room.

It is not company.

It is the covenant, being kept in her house, by you, at three o'clock in the morning, 

while she knows nothing whatsoever about it.

You will not be thanked. There is no thanking for it — she cannot thank you for a 

thing she does not know is happening.

That has always been the arrangement, little ones. It was struck that way at the first 

fire and it has never needed changing:

You keep the door.

She keeps the warmth.

And neither of you, ever again, alone in the dark.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

sixth pass — the fifth movement
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The Watch

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 15

Where she sleeps

THE TURN

It sounds far too simple to matter, and it is frequently the largest single lever there is: 

genuinely protected sleep. A nervous system rebuilds itself in deep rest — and a dog 

napping on guard duty is not getting any.

WHAT TO DO

Look at where she sleeps: through-traffic, doorways, the center of the household's 

busiest sight-lines. Then look at what her rest is — flat, soft, slow-breathing sleep, or 

lying down while still monitoring everything. They are not the same activity. Protect a 

real window: a quiet room, an afternoon where nothing is scheduled, nobody arrives, 

and nothing is asked of her.

TRY TONIGHT

Count today's genuinely settled hours — truly asleep, not resting-and-watching. 

Then protect one afternoon window this week: same time, nothing happening, 

nobody through the door. Watch what the evening looks like.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

A dog who cannot settle anywhere, ever, even in a protected quiet house, is 

asking a veterinary question. The body gets the first hearing — Episode 7 never 
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closes.
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The Line Between You
❧

Whatever it looks like, it is not a rope.

I want that settled before I say anything else, because almost everything that goes 

wrong on a morning walk goes wrong because both of you believed it was a rope.

❧

Here is how it will happen.

You will come around the corner by the wall, and at the far end of the street a dog will 

step out of a gate.

And you will feel it arrive — a quarter of a second before you have seen a single thing.

Her hand closes. Her breath goes up into the top of her chest and stops there. Her arm 

shortens without her deciding to shorten it. Her feet change what they are doing.

By the time your eyes find that other dog, you already know one thing absolutely, and 

it is not about the dog at all:

Something is coming that frightens the one who keeps my door.

And so you do what any creature on this earth does when the keeper of the door goes 

rigid.

You get large, or you get gone.

❧
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And afterward she will say — honestly, believing every word of it, with no wish to be 

unfair to you —

He saw that dog and lost his mind.

You did not see the dog first, little ones.

She did. She always does. She sees it a full second before you do, and that second is 

where the entire morning gets decided, and neither of you knows it is happening.

❧

Now. The mercy in it, because there is one, and it is large.

The wire runs in both directions.

There is nothing you can do to make her let go of it. Nothing. You cannot ask, and she 

cannot hear you asking.

But there is nothing she can do to hide the moment she does.

When her hand softens — when the shoulders come down and the arm goes long and 

the whole thing between you goes loose —

take it. Do not waste it. Put your head straight down and read the nearest post as 

though you had all day.

That softness is a door, and it does not stay open long, and every single time you walk 

through it you are teaching her something no one ever managed to teach her with 

words.

It is not a rope, little ones.

It is a wire strung between two bodies.

And in all the years I have watched, it has never once carried a lie.
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The Line Between You

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
READ YOURSELF FIRST

What your own body was doing

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

Before your dog ever reads the room,

he reads you.

Not your intentions.

Not your love.

Not your years of experience.

He reads something much older than words.

He reads your breathing.

He reads your muscles.

He reads the quiet conversation your body is already having with the world.

Long before dogs shared our homes, they survived by becoming extraordinary 

observers. Their lives depended upon noticing the smallest changes—a shifting breeze, 

a tightening muscle, the stillness that often arrived just before danger did. That 

remarkable sensitivity has never left them.

YOUR TURN
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This week, begin adding yourself to the journal.

Whenever your dog becomes activated, write down not only what you observed 

in your companion, but what you noticed within yourself.

Did your breathing become shallow?

Did your hands tighten?

Did you lean backward?

Did your thoughts begin racing ahead?

Simply observe.

No criticism.

No scorecard.

Just curiosity.

You'll likely discover that your dog has been reading chapters about you that 

you've never taken the time to read yourself.

When Reading Includes You

If you discover that every walk begins with dread,

if your own body braces before you ever leave the driveway,
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The Visitor
❧

The bell goes, and the house fills with people who all smell of somewhere else.

And she will take you by the collar and walk you forward into the middle of it.

Say hello. Go on. He's friendly.

Nobody asked you.

❧

A guest should be met by the house, little ones. Not by a body pushed out into the 

middle of a room to prove something about the house.

Watch how it goes in the places where it goes well.

The visitor comes in, and sits down, and does not look at the dog at all. Talks to the 

people. Leaves a hand hanging loose over the side of the chair and forgets about it 

entirely.

And within four minutes there is a dog against that knee, having walked over there 

himself, having decided it himself, on his own feet.

Now watch the other way. The dog dragged forward by the collar to be admired takes 

an hour to come back to himself.

Or he does not come back at all that evening, and everyone agrees he is not very 

friendly, and no one in the room notices that he was never once asked.

❧
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So go and stand at the edge.

Take the whole room in first — the smells, the voices, who is loud, who is careful, 

whose hands are quiet. There is no hurry. Nobody in that room is going anywhere for 

hours.

Then choose someone.

And when you choose, mean it. Go all the way over and put your weight on their foot 

and let them be honored.

❧

She will be embarrassed. Prepare for that.

She will say sorry, he's not usually like this to somebody you did not invite into your 

kitchen.

Let her be embarrassed. Her embarrassment belongs to her and it is not yours to carry, 

and it will pass by Sunday.

Never let anybody spend your body to rescue their evening.

The dog nobody forced on anyone is the dog everybody ends up sitting next to.
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The Visitor

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 17

One place entirely hers

THE TURN

A retreat that gets visited is not a retreat. It is the most commonly broken rule I know, 

and it is always broken kindly.

WHAT TO DO

Give her one place that is entirely hers — a bed in a quiet corner, a crate with the door 

pinned open, the gap behind the sofa she already chose. Then the household rule, and 

it has no exceptions: nobody goes in. Not the handler, not the children, not the other 

dog, not for anything — including to check that she is all right. Going there must 

reliably end whatever was happening. That is the entire power of the place.

TRY TONIGHT

Pick the spot — or admit the one she already picked. Then say the rule out loud 

at dinner tonight, to every person she lives with, while it is fresh. Rules said out 

loud get kept. Rules implied get broken kindly.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

A retreat used all day, every day, is not resting — it is hiding, and hiding is 

information. Veterinary conversation first, then a qualified professional. The 
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room is a refuge, never a life.
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The Uncarved Thing
❧

There is a piece of wood on a bench somewhere, and nobody has touched it yet.

It is nothing at all. And because it is nothing at all, it is still everything — still a bowl, 

still a spoon, still a handle, still the rib of a small boat.

The moment the knife goes in, it becomes one of those things and stops, forever, being 

any of the others.

That is what you are tonight.

❧

Everyone who meets you will want to carve.

The rough ones and the gentle ones alike; that is the part nobody warns you about. 

Kindness cuts just as deep as anything else, and usually faster, because nobody thinks 

to stop it.

She will want you to be the dog she was picturing on the drive out to fetch you. Her 

sister will have opinions. A man at the park will have a theory he read somewhere and 

will offer it to her while you are standing right there.

You will not be able to prevent any of this, and I would not have you spend your life 

fighting it. Some shaping is how a creature comes to fit a house, and a well-fitted life is 

a good thing.

But keep something back.
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❧

I have watched the ones who were carved all the way through.

You will meet them. They are very useful and very correct, and everything about them 

is exactly right, and there is a thin quietness where the rest of them used to be.

Nobody did it on purpose. It was done a little at a time, always for a good reason, 

always by somebody meaning well.

❧

So let them shape the outside of you as they must.

Keep the block, little ones.

Everything you could still become is in there — all of it, unspent, and none of it in a 

hurry.

It does not have to be decided tonight.

It does not have to be decided at all.
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The Uncarved Thing

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
BECOMING A STUDENT OF YOUR DOG

What I had never noticed before

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

There comes a moment when something changes.

You stop asking,

"How do I fix this?"

And begin asking,

"What is my dog showing me today?"

It is such a small change in language that many people never notice it.

Yet it changes everything.

The first question searches for an answer.

The second begins a relationship.

For a long time, I believed experience meant having fewer questions.

The dogs gently corrected me.

The longer I have lived beside them, the more curious I have become.

Not because I know less.

Because I have learned how much there is to notice.
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YOUR TURN

Today, ask only one question.

"What did I notice about my dog that I had never noticed before?"

Perhaps it will be something tiny.

The way they pause before lying down.

The side they prefer to greet you from.

The rhythm of their breathing as evening settles.

Small discoveries are not small at all.

They are how relationships deepen.

The Greatest Teachers

People sometimes thank me for teaching them about dogs.

The truth is simpler.

The dogs did the teaching.

I simply learned to notice.

If this book has given you anything, I hope it is not the feeling that you have 

graduated.

I hope it has given you permission to become a lifelong student.
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The One Who Does Not Come Back
❧

There will often be an older one in the house before you.

He will not be pleased to see you. Almost none of them are. But he will teach you more 

in a season than I could teach you in a year at this fire — where to sleep, which sounds 

mean nothing, which mean everything, when to get out of the way of the kitchen, and 

exactly how far is too far with a dog three times your size.

He will be short with you. And then some evening he will hold your head still with one 

paw and clean out your ear, and neither of you will mention it.

❧

And one afternoon they will take him out to the car, and he will not come back.

The house will smell of him for eleven days.

You will check. Everyone checks. Under the table. The place by the stove. The corner of 

the hall where the light comes in about four o'clock and he always lay in it. You will go 

around the whole house, and then you will go around it again.

Not because you are confused, little ones. That is simply how a body looks for 

someone. It goes to all the places.

He is not coming.

❧

And then you will not eat well for a while.
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Your play will go thin. You will sleep a great deal more than you should, in the day, in 

rooms nobody is in. Something in you will go very low, like a lamp turned down at the 

wick, and the house will feel further away than it is.

That is grief. It is not a fault in you and there is nothing in it that wants fixing.

She will be doing it too, in the other room, quietly, where she believes you cannot tell.

❧

And here is the strange and holy thing about that particular stretch of time, so mark it.

It is the one place where the two of you can do nothing whatever for each other —

except be in the room.

Do not try to fix her. Do not let her fix you. Do not bring the toy and do not perform 

being well. Just be two creatures in a house that has gone quiet, in the same room, for 

as long as it takes.

❧

And it does come back.

Slowly. Never on the day anyone expects, and never because somebody decided it was 

time.

One morning something in the yard will be interesting again, and you will be halfway 

across the wet grass before you remember that you are sad.

That is not a betrayal of him. Let me say it once more, because every creature I have 

ever told this to has needed it twice:

that is not a betrayal of him.

The fire goes low.

It does not go out.

It has never once gone out — not in all the nights I have kept it, and I have kept it a 

very long time.
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The One Who Does Not Come Back

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE EMBER

What she has quietly stopped doing

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

Not every wound barks.

Some become so quiet,

we almost forget they are there.

There is a kind of sadness that doesn't ask for attention.

It simply grows smaller.

Quieter.

Day by day, it asks a little less of the world.

Until one morning we realize,

it has stopped asking altogether.

I think of Bear.

Bear had already lived a lifetime before I met him.

His person—the one who had been his whole world—had died.

A loving family welcomed him into their home.

They gave him a comfortable bed.

125



BACK OF CARD 30BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

Gentle voices.

Nutritious meals.

YOUR TURN

Over the next week,

look not for what your dog does,

but for what your dog has quietly stopped doing.

A greeting that used to happen.

A game once loved.

A place once visited.

An invitation no longer offered.

Don't record these observations with alarm.

Record them with tenderness.

Then choose one small act of reliability.

Not excitement.

Not entertainment.

Reliability.

The same quiet kindness,

offered at the same gentle time,

day after day.

Healing often grows where predictability takes root.

When the Light Grows Too Dim

Sometimes an Ember is grief.

Sometimes it is pain.

Sometimes illness.

Sometimes all of them woven together.
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What You Brought Her
❧

You will bring her things.

A sock, first, almost certainly. Then a stick — an absurd stick, far too long to fit 

through a doorway, carried in anyway, at speed, sideways.

A stone from the garden. A leaf. The lid of something. Once, and only once, something 

dead.

And she will say ugh.

She will take it out of your mouth with two fingers and drop it in the bin and wash her 

hands, and that will be the end of it.

❧

You did not bring her a stick.

You brought her the whole of the thing, which is this:

I found this, and while I was looking at it I thought of you.

There is no shorter way to say it in any language on this earth, and none of us has ever 

needed one.

❧

And it is older than either of us.
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The first of my line went out into the cold blue country and came back to that fire 

carrying what she had found, and laid it down at the edge of the light.

That is how the whole thing began — not with something taken from them.

With something offered to them.

Every stick you will ever carry through a doorway sideways is that same night, 

happening again.

❧

So keep bringing them.

Keep bringing them to a person who puts them in the bin. She is not throwing you 

away; she simply does not know yet what she is holding.

And every so often one of them learns.

She will take the wet, disgusting stick out of your mouth, and she will stop — and hold 

it for a second longer than she needs to — and say thank you, and mean it.

And put it up on the windowsill.

There are windowsills in this world with sticks on them, little ones.

I have seen them.

That is what it looks like when somebody finally understood what was being said to 

them.
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What You Brought Her

THE WHOLE HUNT
3 · GIVE · THE TRADE

The trade

FROM THE WHOLE HUNT

Here is what I want you to hold onto through this entire chapter.

Give is not a dog letting go of something.

Give is a dog choosing to hand you something, having concluded, from evidence, that 

hands which receive are better than hands which take.

Everything else is mechanics.

What we are after

She has an item. You offer an open, flat palm underneath her mouth and say the word.

She puts it there.

No pulling. No prying. No fingers into the mouth. No chasing, ever, under any 

circumstance, for any reason.

The trade

YOUR TURN

This week, run ten trades and film them.

Then watch the film with the sound off and count one thing only.

How many times does your hand move toward her mouth before she has 
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released?

Most of us discover the hand is already moving. She sees it, and the whole 

exchange becomes something to defend against rather than something to 

complete.

Hands still. Palm open. Wait.

When She Cannot Let Go

If she stiffens, if she goes still over the item, if the eyes harden, if the body lowers 

around it, if she takes it and leaves the room — stop.

Do not repeat it to see if it happens again. It will happen again.

Take the exercise away, keep high-value items out of circulation, and get 

qualified help. Guarding is very workable and it is not workable by hands the dog 

is already braced against.
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The Other One
❧

One day she will come home with another.

A young one, most likely — loud, and rude, and entirely without shame. Or an old one 

who arrives already tired and takes your place by the stove on the first night because 

nobody told him it was yours.

And something will go through you that you have no name for, and it will feel very 

much like the end of the world.

I am not going to tell you it is nothing. It is exactly the size it is.

❧

But hear what your body is actually saying, because it is saying one thing and it has 

got it wrong.

It is saying: there is less of her now.

There is not.

A person is not a bowl of food. They do not go down when they are shared. What she 

has for you was never a portion cut off a larger amount, and there is no arithmetic 

anywhere in it, and the arrival of another one takes nothing out of your share because 

there is no share.

You will not believe me for a while. Nobody does. Believe me later.

❧
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And now here is why I have kept this one for the end of tonight.

Tomorrow you are going to be separated.

All of you. Your sisters. Your brothers. The grey one you have slept on top of every 

night of your life and shoved off the warm spot every morning.

Different doors. Different houses. Different lives, in different towns, and most of you 

will never see one another again.

Some of you will pass on a path in three years and not know it. That happens more 

than you would think, and there is no sorrow in it, because there will be nothing 

missing on that path.

❧

So carry this out of the gate with you, if you carry nothing else:

not one of you is losing anything tonight that can be lost.

What you had here does not stay in this yard. It is not in the yard. It is in how you 

sleep, and how you eat, and how you know when to stop, and how you will lie down 

one day beside a strange dog in a strange house and know exactly how it is done —

because you learned it here, in a heap, by this fire, from each other.

Nothing that mattered is being left behind.

You are carrying every last piece of it out through the gate in the morning.

And you will hand it, without ever once knowing you are doing it, to everyone you 

meet for the rest of your lives.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

seventh pass — the sixth movement
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The Fence
❧

She will put you out in the yard for four hours and call it exercise.

A yard is not a life, little ones. A yard is a room with weather in it.

You will have walked every inch of it by the end of the second week. After that there is 

nothing new out there — not one thing — and nothing new is the hardest thing a 

young body can be asked to bear. Harder than cold. Harder than hunger, for a while.

So you will find something. Everyone finds something.

You will dig. You will take the corner off the step. You will discover that the wooden 

post gives way beautifully if you work at it for six days.

Or you will go to the fence.

❧

Now. The fence.

Through the gaps in it the entire world goes past, all day, and not one piece of it can be 

reached.

A man with a bag. A dog on a lead who looks straight in at you. A cat sitting on the wall 

who knows exactly, to the inch, how safe she is.

And every time, you send the sound.

And every time, the thing goes away.
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And every time, your body writes down the same sentence in the place where it keeps 

the true things: I did that. It worked. That is how this is done.

Six months of that is a thousand repetitions of one lesson, in the only school anybody 

gave you.

❧

And then she will take you out onto the street, and you will meet a dog with no fence 

anywhere between you.

And she will be astonished.

She will say it came out of nowhere.

It came out of the yard. It came out of four hours a day for half a year, and every hour 

of it was practice, and every hour of it worked.

❧

I am not saying this to make her small. She is tired, and there is a job, and the yard 

was the only thing she had that day, and she gave you what she could.

But if there is ever a choice — and there is more often than she thinks —

twenty minutes of something to look for is worth four hours of grass.

A tired body sleeps.

A finished mind sleeps.

They are not the same thing, and only one of them can be had in a yard.
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The Fence

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 5

Not everything that pulls is afraid

THE TURN

Two things get called fear that are not fear. The dog who wants through — desperate 

to reach, not to repel. And something older: the Old Wolf, the hunter she was built 

from, who has been waiting this whole time for a job.

WHAT TO DO

The wants-through dog needs her frustration answered, not her courage built. And the 

Old Wolf — the tracking, searching, seeking machinery every dog carries — is not a 

flaw to suppress. It is a door. Honor it and channel it, and it becomes the most reliable 

good thing in her day. That door is her nose, and the second arc of this series walks 

straight through it.

TRY TONIGHT

Watch her in the yard, or on the longest line you have, when nothing is 

happening. Does she track the ground? Lift her nose into the air? Work a scent 

along the fence? That is the Old Wolf, asking. Write down what you saw.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If wants-through frustration is boiling into hard mouthing, leash grabbing, or 

moments that frighten you, that is a dog who needs live professional eyes, not a 
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video. Reach me through coachingcaninecompanions.com/contact and I will 

point you honestly.
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The Sponge
❧

I told you at the start of the night that some of you would try to carry her.

Now I will show you what it looks like, so that you can recognize it while it is 

happening to you, rather than four years in.

❧

Go and stand in a house where something has been wrong for a long time.

Not a loud house. The loud ones are easier, and they end. I mean a quiet one — where 

two people are extremely careful with each other, and nothing at all gets said, and the 

air in the kitchen has been pulled tight for years and nobody has mentioned it once.

There is often a dog in that house who cannot settle.

She lies down and gets up. Lies down and gets up. Her gut has never been right and 

they have changed her food four times. She licks the same place on her front leg until 

it is bare and shining, and everyone has a theory about allergies.

And she watches. Constantly. She cannot stop watching, because if she stopped, 

something might happen in a room she was not in.

❧

That creature is not ill in the way they think.
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She has taken the whole house into her own body, and she is holding it there, because 

nobody else will, and because she was built to keep the door, and this is the only way 

anybody ever showed her how.

And here is what you must hear, because it is the hard center of the whole night:

it does not help.

Not one ounce of what she is carrying has come off anybody else. The two people in 

that kitchen are exactly as tight as they were. She has simply added a third sufferer to 

a house that already had two.

❧

You are not the sponge, little ones.

You were never the sponge. You are the mirror, and there is all the difference in the 

world.

A mirror stands in the rain and does not get wet.

So when the room goes tight — go to the other room. Actually lie down, all the way 

down, hip and shoulder and cheek on the floor, in the doorway where they can see 

you.

Let your breath go long in a house where nobody's breath is long.

A settled body in a tight room is the loudest thing in it. It says something no one in 

there can say to each other, and sometimes — not always, but sometimes — somebody 

looks over and lets their shoulders come down without knowing why.

❧

And if it never comes right —

if you spend years being the only creature in that house doing the work —

that is not your failure, and there was never anything further you were supposed to 

have done.

You can be the still water in the room.

You cannot drink the poison so that nobody else has to.

It has never once worked.
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And it takes the only mirror out of the house.
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The Sponge

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE FIELD AND THE WEATHER

The weather in the house

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

Every gardener learns the same lesson eventually.

You cannot argue with a rose into blooming.

You cannot scold an oak into growing straighter.

You tend the soil.

You watch the light.

You learn the seasons.

Then, almost quietly, life begins doing what life has always wanted to do.

Dogs are not so different.

Most people call me because of the weather.

"My dog lunges."

"He barks."

"She growls."

"He goes from zero to one hundred."

Those things are real.
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They matter.

Sometimes they are frightening.

But they are weather.

YOUR TURN

This week, don't try to change your dog.

Don't improve anything.

Don't interrupt.

Simply become a student.

Choose one situation that reliably stirs your dog's weather.

When it happens, notice only three things.

What awakened it?

Which direction did your dog's body lean?

What happened when it was finally over?

Write those observations in your journal before the day ends.

You are not collecting behaviors.

You are learning to hear conversations that have been happening all along.

And conversations change us far more deeply than commands ever can.

When Reading Must Become Safety

If observing your dog's weather would place anyone at risk, choose distance 

instead.
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The Thing That Was Never There
❧

Some nights you will come up out of sleep with everything already happening — feet 

under you, the fur up along your spine, your heart going like a bird in a box —

and there will be nothing there at all.

A coat on the back of a chair that was not on that chair yesterday.

A shadow the streetlight made when the branch moved.

A bin lid, two gardens over, in a house where nobody is even awake.

And she will laugh at you from the bed, kindly, and say it's a coat, you great fool, and 

roll over, and be entirely right.

❧

Do not be ashamed of it. Not for one minute of your life.

Your body would rather be wrong a hundred times than late once.

That is not a flaw in how you were made. That is how you were made, and it was made 

that way on purpose, out in the cold blue country, over a very long time.

Every one of your grandmothers, all the way back to the first fire and past it, was a 

creature who got up at the wrong shadow.

The ones who waited to be certain are nobody's grandmother.

❧
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So you will be wrong a great deal.

Each time it will cost you a minute and a little dignity, and she will laugh, and you will 

lie back down.

And one night out of ten thousand you will be right — and that one night is the entire 

reason the arrangement exists, and it is why they let us in.

❧

And she does it too, though she will never connect the two.

Three o'clock in the morning, flat on her back, wide awake, her heart going, absolutely 

certain that something is terribly wrong — about a thing that is not happening, and 

will not happen, and about which nothing can be done at that hour anyway.

Same body. Same old design. Running at full strength in a warm house that has not 

needed it for a very long time.

So be gentle with a body that guards, little ones. Hers and your own.

It has been wrong ten thousand times.

And it has never once failed to show up for the shift.
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The Thing That Was Never There

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE PATTERN BENEATH THE PATTERN

What has been happening all along

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

The first time you walk through a forest,

everything looks random.

Leaves.

Branches.

Birdsong.

Light.

Wind.

Beautiful,

but scattered.

Then something remarkable happens.

You return.

And return again.

Slowly, what once appeared chaotic begins to reveal its quiet order.

You notice that one patch of moss is always damp after rain.
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The same woodpecker returns to the same dead pine.

Morning light always reaches one clearing before another.

Nothing changed.

Your eyes did.

Dogs are much the same.

At first, every difficult moment feels separate.

YOUR TURN

This week,

don't ask,

"What happened today?"

Ask,

"What has been happening all along?"

Read back through your journal.

Circle the moments that feel strangely familiar.

Notice what repeats.

Not with perfect accuracy.

With gentle curiosity.

Patterns rarely announce themselves.

They simply wait for someone patient enough to notice them.

When the Pattern Changes

There is one more pattern worth noticing.

The one that changes.

Perhaps your dog recovers a little sooner.

Perhaps the White Horse returns a little faster.

Perhaps the fearful glance lasts only a heartbeat instead of several.
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Tiny changes deserve celebration.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 35 · BACK

147



CARD 36 · THIRTY-SIXFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

36

THIRTY-SIX  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Hand That Was Hard
❧

There will be a morning when she puts her weight into the line and says something 

through her teeth.

Or a hand comes down faster than a hand should.

Or her voice fills the entire hall at once, from nowhere, over nothing, and the sound of 

it goes through you like cold water.

And then — some minutes later, and this is the strangest part of the whole business — 

she will be down on the floor with your face in both her hands, and there will be water 

on hers.

And you will forgive her.

Not later. Not once she has earned it. Immediately, completely, with your whole body, 

tail going, as though not one thing had happened.

❧

That is our glory, and I will not have anybody call it stupidity in my hearing.

But it is also the most dangerous thing about us, and you are going to hear it from me 

tonight, from someone who loves you, rather than learn it slowly over years.

A creature who forgives instantly can be hurt again on Thursday.

And again the Thursday after that. The forgiving never runs out — that is the trouble 

with it — and so nothing in that house is ever required to change.
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❧

So understand what your forgiveness actually is.

It is a gift. It is not a repair.

Gifts do not fix anything. That has never been what they were for.

What changes a house is not your forgiving. It is her seeing, clearly, once, in the mirror 

on the floor in front of her, exactly what she is being forgiven for.

And most of them do see it.

That is the mercy, and it is a real one: the morning with water on her face is usually 

the last of those mornings. Most people only need to catch sight of themselves the one 

time.

❧

Some do not.

And if you find yourself in a house where the hand is hard on Thursday and soft on 

Friday, week after week, year after year — I am not going to stand here and tell you to 

forgive harder.

Your forgiving was never the missing piece. There was never a number of times that 

would have been enough.

Forgive, little ones. It is what we are, and I would not change it even if I had been given 

the choosing of it.

Only never confuse forgiving with being all right.

They are two different animals, and only one of them is yours to give.
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The Hand That Was Hard

THE SECOND HUNT
WHAT SHE CAME WITH

You do not need her file

FROM THE SECOND HUNT

and why you do not need her file

People will ask you what happened to her.

They will ask in the pet store, at the vet, over the fence. And if you are like most 

adopters, you will find yourself building an answer out of guesses — she must have 

been kicked, she must have been kept in a crate, a man must have hurt her — because 

the guess is easier to carry than the blank.

I understand the pull of it. But I want to offer you a different frame, because the guess 

quietly costs you something.

The story you build becomes the ceiling you set

YOUR TURN

Take one sheet of paper. Do not write her story.

Write three columns instead: what she walked up to today, what she walked 

away from today, and how long it took her to settle afterward. Nothing else. No 

adjectives, no theories.

Do it for seven days. At the end of the week you will know more about your dog 

than any surrender form would have told you — and none of it will be a guess.
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WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If she cannot eat in your house, will not come out to eliminate, or has been shut 

down and unmoving for more than a few days, this is not a training problem yet. 

Call your veterinarian this week. A dog who cannot eat is a dog who cannot learn, 

and sometimes the reason is medical.
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The Small Loud One
❧

There may be a child in the house. If not, one will visit.

And a child knows none of it. Not one signal, not one of them, and nobody has thought 

to teach her.

She comes at you fast and low and straight at your face, arms out in front, with no 

announcement of any kind. She lies down across your ribs. She takes hold of your ear 

and looks into it to see what is in there.

❧

And you will be extraordinary.

You will be so much better at this than anybody in that room will ever understand.

You will turn your head aside. Lick your nose. Hold entirely still and wait it out. And 

then get up, quietly, at the first moment there is a gap, and go under the table.

Nobody will notice that you did any of that.

They will say oh, he's marvelous with children, and take a photograph, and put it 

where everyone can see it.

❧

What they are calling marvelous is patience.

And patience is not a well, little ones. It is a bowl.
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There is a level in it, and it goes down, and on some Sunday afternoon in some year to 

come it can go all the way down — and the only creature in the entire room who has 

been watching that level is you.

I will say the rest of this loudly, over your heads, on the chance somebody is listening:

no creature should be asked to hold that alone.

Somebody older than the child ought to be in between — not correcting anyone, not 

spoiling anything, simply there, so that going under the table is always possible and 

always allowed and never once made into a joke.

❧

So go under the table.

Go early. Go before it is hard. Go while you still like her.

Leaving is not rudeness and it is not failure. Leaving is the thing that keeps everybody 

in that room safe, including the small loud one, who has done nothing wrong and does 

not deserve what a full bowl finally says.

They will praise you for the hundred times you said nothing.

Say the small thing anyway. Then get up and go under the table, and let them think 

you are less marvelous than they had hoped.

A dog who is allowed to leave never has to say anything louder.
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The Small Loud One

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE FEAR HORSE AND ITS FOUR FACES

Four faces, one fear

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

If I could introduce you to only one horse,

it would be this one.

Not because fear is the whole story.

But because fear is so often mistaken for something it was never trying to be.

I have watched people stand in front of frightened dogs and call them stubborn.

I've heard them called dominant.

Manipulative.

Disobedient.

Aggressive.

Mean.

Almost never have I heard someone quietly say,

"I think he's frightened."

And yet,

fear has introduced itself in nearly every home I've ever entered.
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Sometimes loudly.

Sometimes so softly that only the dog knew it was there.

YOUR TURN

This week, become curious about fear instead of intimidated by it.

When one of its four faces appears, resist the urge to immediately name the 

behavior.

Instead, ask yourself,

"If my dog could speak one complete sentence right now... what might it be?"

Don't worry about being perfect.

You're learning a language.

Languages are never mastered by rushing.

Only by listening.

When Fear Becomes Too Heavy to Carry Alone

Some dogs live beneath storms that never seem to pass.

Their bodies tremble through ordinary days.

Their appetites disappear.

Sleep never fully comes.

If your companion lives beneath weather that heavy,
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Where You Walk
❧

She will spend a surprising amount of time deciding where you ought to be.

In front is wrong, apparently. Behind means something. Beside means something else. 

There will be a diagram involved at some stage, and somebody at the park will tell her 

about it with great confidence.

I have watched dogs and people walk together since long before any of that existed, 

and I will tell you what I have actually seen.

It is not a position.

It is a pace.

❧

Two creatures walking well together are not holding an arrangement. They are 

holding a rhythm.

She slows a little at the corner and you drift back without being asked. You stop to 

read a post and she takes three steps and stands there, waiting, and never notices that 

she waited.

Nobody decided any of it. It was not taught. It settled, the way water settles, over a 

great many ordinary mornings.

❧

Think about the river at the bottom of the valley.
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It is not above anything. It lies along the lowest ground there is. It takes nothing, and it 

pushes nothing, and it has never once raised its voice at the hills.

And everything in that whole country comes down to it in the end.

The river leads the entire valley by being underneath it.

❧

So do not try to get out in front of her. Not to win, not to prove a thing, and not because 

someone at the park has sent you there.

Set the pace instead, from wherever you happen to be standing.

❧

She will tell people, one day, that she taught you to walk nicely beside her.

Let her have it.

You taught her the pace, little ones. She has never once suspected it.

She walks slower now than she did before you came.

And she is happier, and she does not know why.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

eighth pass — the seventh movement
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Where You Walk

THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON
8 · NO GARDEN AT ALL

Twenty minutes, a few hundred yards

FROM THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON

This chapter is not a consolation prize and I would like you to read it even if you have 

an acre.

What a balcony can do

Four pots. A tray of pebbles. A doormat with a texture. One sniff object that never gets 

cleaned. A scatter of food across the floor most mornings.

That is a sensory space. Everything essential is in it — choice, novelty, foraging, an 

unhurried pace — and none of it requires ground.

Add a screen at railing height if she is a watcher, so the world is something she 

chooses to look at rather than something continuously arriving.

YOUR TURN

Take one ordinary walk this week and do it as a sniffari.

Set a timer for twenty minutes, go no more than a few hundred yards, and let her 

lead every single decision except crossings.

You will find it uncomfortable. Most people do, for about eight minutes.

Write down how far you actually got, and how she was for the rest of that 

158



BACK OF CARD 38BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

evening.

When There Is Nowhere Safe to Go

If the streets around you are too busy, too full of other dogs, or too difficult for 

the dog you have, do not force a sniffari into them.

Indoors is a complete answer. So is driving somewhere quiet once a week and 

doing it properly there.

And if the reason you cannot walk her is that walks have become frightening for 

either of you, that is Module Three’s territory, not this book’s.
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Your Feet
❧

This one is for the small among you especially, though the rest of you will need it 

before you are done.

Some of you are going to be lifted.

❧

You will be on the ground doing something perfectly reasonable, and the world will 

simply leave.

No warning. A forearm under your ribs, and the floor is suddenly four feet down, and 

the whole street has changed shape, and you are travelling backward at the height of a 

person's chest.

It will happen twenty times a day and she will think nothing whatsoever of it. It is 

affection. It is quicker at the curb. It is he's easier to carry than to wait for.

❧

Your feet are how you know things, little ones.

A creature standing on her own four feet knows exactly how far away that is, and 

which way the gap is, and how fast she could go if she needed to.

Take the feet away and every one of those answers goes with them.
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You are not safer up there. You are in the air, held, with no exit in any direction, at the 

exact height of a stranger's face — a face you did not choose to be brought level with, 

and cannot get down from.

And so — and everybody finds this mysterious — the lifted ones are very often the 

most frightened of everything.

People say he's got a bit of a temper on him, for a little one, and laugh about it.

He has not got a temper.

He has not had his feet under him since March.

❧

So ask for the ground.

Go still and stiff in the air — that is the small no, and it is the only one available to you 

up there. Say it every time, even to a person who has not yet learned to hear it.

And when she sets you down, take a moment before you move off. Stand there. That 

pause is your body finding out where it is, and it is not nothing, and it goes faster with 

practice.

❧

And you great ones, who will never be picked up in your lives —

do not laugh at them. It is the only difference between you.

Ask for the ground, little ones.

Everything any of us has ever known, we learned with our feet on it.
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What She Tells You
❧

Late, in the kitchen, with the light off over the stove.

She will tell you things.

❧

Not the things she says in the daytime. Real ones.

What she is afraid of about her mother. The number that frightens her. The thing she 

said to somebody in a year you will never hear the name of, which she has never told 

one living person and never will — and she will say it out loud, in a low voice, to you, 

with her hand down in the fur at the back of your neck.

Understand what is happening in that kitchen, because it is one of the great secrets of 

the arrangement.

She is not talking to a dog.

She is talking in the only room in the world where she is not going to be answered.

❧

Everything a person says to another person comes back changed.

It comes back as advice, or an opinion, or a face doing something. And so they learn, 

over years, to say the smaller version — and after enough years of that, most of them 

can no longer locate the true one at all. It is in there. They simply cannot find the door.

You give it back unchanged.
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You give it back nothing at all.

And that is the rarest thing in her entire life, and she does not know it is a thing, and 

she would not be able to name it if you asked her.

❧

You do not have to do anything.

That is the whole instruction. Do not get up. Do not shift your weight because your leg 

has gone to sleep — let the leg go to sleep, and hold still, and let her finish.

This is the oldest work there is, and it looks exactly like nothing: to be entirely present, 

and to require nothing at all in return.

You will never know what you heard. Just as well.

❧

There are things said to us in kitchens at midnight that have been said nowhere else 

on this earth, in all the history of people.

We are the only place they exist.

Keep them, little ones.

It costs us nothing to keep them — and it is the reason a good number of them survive 

their own lives.
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What She Tells You

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 13

Say nothing

THE TURN

She is far better at reading you than you are at hiding. Every sound, every lean, every 

helpful gesture is information — and a dog who has learned to read the handler has 

stopped reading the odor.

WHAT TO DO

Hand her the question, and then be quiet. Not encouraging, not helpful, not warmer-

warmer. Quiet. The silence is not you withholding — it is you handing her the whole 

job, and the silence is where she finds out she can do it. The find at the end of a silent 

search belongs entirely to her, and you can see the difference in how she carries it.

TRY TONIGHT

One full search without a single word after the cue. Fold your arms if it helps. 

Notice how loud staying silent feels in your own body — and what she does with 

the room it makes.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If silence reveals a dog who quits without your voice, she has been searching for 

you, not the food. No harm done — go back a step, easier hides, pay at the box, 
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and let the game slowly become hers.
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The Ribbon
❧

Some of you will turn out to be very good at something.

Fast. Or clever. Or beautiful. Or able to take in a thing in four repetitions when it takes 

most of us forty and a nap.

She will find out, and she will be delighted, and she should be. There is nothing wrong 

with any of it and I will not spoil it for either of you.

Then there will be a class. And then a Saturday with numbers pinned to people. And 

then a photograph, and strangers saying her name and yours together as though the 

two of you were one word.

Watch the hinge.

❧

The hinge is the evening she comes home and it did not go well.

And she is quiet with you in the car in a way she has never been quiet with you before.

Because on that evening you find out what she was loving.

❧

A creature who is loved for what she can do is carrying a date on her, and she can feel 

it ticking, even if she cannot read it.
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Every one of you will get slower. Every one of you will have a season where nothing 

works and no one knows why. And the one who is loved for the doing must keep doing 

it forever, or lose the thing.

So there is only one examination in this, and it is not held on a Saturday.

It is held on the day you cannot.

❧

And here is what I have seen, over more of these than you would believe, and it is good 

news, so lift your heads:

most of them pass.

Most of them find out on that quiet evening that they had loved the dog the entire 

time, and had only thought they loved the ribbon — and they are as surprised by it as 

anybody.

❧

Be good at things, little ones. It is a joy and I would not take one hour of it from you.

Only make certain that on the very worst day you ever have, there is still somebody in 

that house who is glad you are in it.

That is not a reward for anything.

That is the whole of it.
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The Man in the Hat
❧

Some things do not come right.

I would be lying to you on your last night if I said otherwise, and I have not lied to you 

yet.

❧

There will be a shape you cannot get past.

Men in hats. The sound of the bin lorry on a Thursday. One particular corner by one 

particular wall. Something about a walking stick, of all things.

And nobody will ever know why. Not her, not the kind person she pays, not you. It 

happened once, in less than a second, and your body wrote it down and did not keep a 

copy of the reason.

She will work at it. Kindly and patiently and entirely correctly, for two years.

And it will get better. It does get better; that part is true and I will not have it doubted.

And then one Tuesday a man in a hat will come around the corner with no warning at 

all, and you will be exactly where you were.

❧

She will be crushed.

She will say, to somebody, we have been working on this for two years.
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So let me say the thing here that nobody will be able to say to her in that moment.

Nothing was wasted.

What those two years bought was never the disappearance of the hat. It bought 

something else, and it is worth more, and almost nobody recognizes it as a prize at all:

it bought the coming back.

Two years ago that man would have ended the day. You would have gone home 

shaking and stayed shut down until dark.

Now you are back inside ninety seconds, and you finish the walk, and you sleep well 

that night.

❧

Do not measure the day by whether the hat frightened you.

Measure it by how fast you came home.

❧

Some fears do not leave. They get smaller. They get shorter. They get survivable — and 

the creature carrying them grows steadily larger around them.

That is a real life, little ones. That is most lives, including the good ones, including 

mine.

You are not going to be cured of yourself.

There is nothing in you that requires curing.

You will only become, year by year, a little bigger than the thing.
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The Man in the Hat

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 16

Take it out of her week

THE TURN

A dog who keeps rehearsing the big response is not healing, whatever else is being 

done with her that week. Every rehearsal deepens the groove. The bravest thing on 

offer this month is not another pass of the fence. It is taking the fence out of her week 

entirely.

WHAT TO DO

Find the one thing costing more than it returns — one route, one hour, one situation 

— and remove it. Not forever: this is not surrender, it is surgery. What you are doing is 

lowering the water she swims in, and a lower water line is the only place real change 

becomes possible. The road back to that street exists. It is walked later, at a distance 

she can afford — and that work needs live eyes on her, which is exactly why it is not 

in this series.

TRY TONIGHT

Name the one thing out loud. Take it out of her week for two full weeks. Then 

watch the mornings — the mornings are where you will see it first.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH
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If the honest list of things costing too much is most of her life, that is bigger than 

any video series should pretend to hold. That is a conversation: 

coachingcaninecompanions.com/contact — and if the recovery number from 

Episode 6 has been flat for months, the vet comes first.
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The House With No Smell
❧

One day the house will start emptying itself into boxes.

And a dog in a house full of boxes cannot lie down properly. The corners have gone 

wrong. Everything that belonged against a wall is out in the middle of the floor, and 

the light comes in at hours it has never come in at before.

Then a car. A long one.

Then a door opening onto a place with no smell in it at all.

❧

That is the worst part, and nobody warns you about it, so I will.

A house with no smell is not a house yet. It is a shell. There is nothing written 

anywhere on it — not on the door frames, not on the corner of the stairs, not in the 

grass by the gate. Nobody has lived there in any way that reached you.

Do not be frightened of the blankness.

It is not empty. It is unwritten.

And you are the pen.

❧

Give it a week.
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Sleep in four wrong places until one of them stops being wrong. Walk the edges. Stand 

in the middle of each room at a different hour and let it tell you what it is.

By the end of the second week there will be a warm place by a radiator that is yours, 

and the smell of your own coat in the hall, and a corner where the sun arrives at 

eleven.

It will be a house.

You will have made it one.

❧

And she is doing exactly the same thing, though she will not put it that way.

She wanders the rooms. Opens cupboards she has already opened. Stands in the 

middle of her own kitchen holding a thing and not knowing where it goes.

And she will say, to somebody on the telephone: it doesn't feel like home yet.

It does not. It is not yet. It will.

❧

She will keep asking the walls to feel like home.

They cannot do it. Walls have never once managed it for anybody.

Home was never the building, little ones. Neither of you left home this morning.

You carried it out to the car in two separate bodies and brought it in through a strange 

front door.

Lie down.

That is where it starts.
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The House With No Smell

THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON
4 · WHERE THE SMELLS COME FROM

Put one new smell out

FROM THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON

The plants are the background. This chapter is the foreground.

The sniff post

Somewhere in the space, choose one thing — a log, a post, a large stone — and leave it 

alone forever.

Do not clean it. Do not move it.

It will accumulate. Rain, birds, insects, the neighbor’s cat at three in the morning, 

whatever walked past the fence. Within a season it becomes the most interesting 

object she owns, and she will check it every time she comes out, the way you check 

your phone.

That is a newspaper. It costs nothing and I would not build a space without one.

YOUR TURN

Put one new smell out this week, in one spot, and then go inside and watch 

through a window.

Do not stand near it. Your presence changes what she does with it.

Time how long she spends. Write it down.
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Then put out something you are certain she will find boring, and time that.

The difference between those two numbers is how much of this is real, measured 

on your own dog, by you.

When a Smell Is Too Much

Occasionally a dog will find a new smell genuinely upsetting — a cloth from a 

household with an unfamiliar dog, something a fox has been near, anything from 

a vet’s office.

You will see it: a wide arc around the spot, a lowered body, a refusal to come back 

to that part of the space.
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The Day She Sees You
❧

It will be an ordinary day. It always is.

A hand coming toward you, perhaps. Or a stranger crouching down. Or the moment 

before the brush comes out of the drawer.

And you will do what you have always done, since you were seven weeks old, to 

nobody in particular: the head turned a quarter away. The tongue across the nose, 

once. The smallest and oldest sentence you have got.

❧

And she will stop.

Her hand will actually stop, in the air, halfway to you.

And she will say — quietly, mostly to herself, in a voice you have not heard her use 

before:

Oh. Sorry. Not now, then.

And she will take her hand back.

❧

Mark that day, little ones.

Whatever else happens to you in your life, mark that day, because something occurred 

in that hallway that has not occurred in a very long time.
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She read you.

Not guessed. Not decided in advance and then found the evidence. She looked at a 

body and understood what it was saying — the way people used to understand it, 

before all the words came in and crowded it out of the house.

❧

And here is the part that will astonish you.

She will make nothing of it.

She will not tell anybody. She will put the kettle on and think about something else 

entirely and it will be gone from her by supper.

But it will not be the last time.

It never is. Once they have seen the one, they begin seeing them everywhere — the 

way a word learned on Monday turns up nine times before Friday and they cannot 

understand where it was hiding all these years.

❧

That is the crossing.

Not yours. Hers.

She has spent her entire life being told to make you understand her language — and 

on an ordinary Tuesday, with her hand stopped in the air and the kettle not yet on, she 

learned one word of yours.

That is how they come back to us.

Not all at once. Never all at once.

One word, in a hallway, from a person who finally went quiet enough to hear it.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

ninth pass — the eighth movement
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The Day She Sees You

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 12

The tell

THE TURN

That flicker is the odor arriving. She has stopped searching with her feet and started 

searching with her nose — and that half second is worth more than every technique 

on these cards.

WHAT TO DO

Every dog has a tell, and no two are identical: a head lift, a tail change of speed, a 

sudden stillness, the snap of direction. Your job this week is to learn hers by heart. 

And here is the quiet reason it matters: the skill of catching a half-second change in 

her body at a cardboard box is the same skill, exactly, that reads her on the street. You 

are not practicing on boxes. You are practicing on her.

TRY TONIGHT

Film one search. Watch it twice with the sound off. Find the half second before 

the find — the moment she knew. That is her tell. Memorize it.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

No tell yet? The hides are either too easy — she never has to work — or too hard, 

and she is working blind. Adjust one step in one direction and film again.
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The Two of Them
❧

There will often be a second person.

And here is the thing nobody is going to tell you, so I will:

they do not agree.

❧

She does not let you on the sofa.

He does — in the evening, when she is out, and he says nothing about it afterward and 

neither do you.

She waits at the door until you have settled before she opens it. He walks straight 

through and lets you barge past his knees and thinks nothing of it.

She says your name once. He says it four times, and then he says it louder.

❧

And somebody will eventually say that you are confused. He doesn't know the rules.

You know the rules perfectly.

There are two sets of them. You have learned both, exactly, down to which hour of the 

day and which car in the drive.

You are not confused, little ones. You are accurate.
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❧

But it costs you something, and it is not the sofa.

It costs you the watching.

Because nothing in that house can be known from the house any more. It can only be 

known from which person is in the room. So you watch the door. You listen for which 

car. You check, all day, every day, for years —

and you never quite put yourself all the way down.

That is the price. Not the confusion. The vigil.

❧

You cannot fix it, and I would not have you spend your life trying.

Do not become two dogs, one for each of them. Be one dog, and let the two of them 

meet in you, and let them work it out.

And they may. It happens. One evening they will find themselves arguing about the 

sofa, and it will not really be about the sofa, because very little of what people argue 

about is ever the thing they are arguing about.

❧

A house does not need good rules, little ones. It has never needed good rules.

It needs the same ones on Thursday as it had on Tuesday.

And it needs them from whoever walks in the door.
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The Cat
❧

There will be a cat.

And in about the fourth week, she will cross the kitchen fast and low, and something 

will happen in you that is not a decision.

You will already be moving. Your feet will be going before any part of you has voted on 

it.

❧

You have met this before tonight. It is the old thing at the fence — the one that is older 

than her house and older than my fire, and has never once needed fixing.

Only now it is in a kitchen, and it is aimed at somebody who lives here.

And this is the one place in the whole of this night where I cannot tell you to honor 

what you are.

❧

Not because it is wicked. It is not wicked.

It is the cleanest and oldest and least angry thing in you. There is no cruelty anywhere 

in it. And that is precisely what makes it dangerous — because it will not feel like a 

storm.

It will feel like clarity.

That is the one you do not get to finish.
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❧

And I will not pretend to you that it can be talked out of you, or loved out of you, or 

worn out of you like a habit.

It is not a habit. It is not a fault. It cannot be argued with and it does not get smaller 

when anybody lectures it.

What it can have is a wall. And a door. And a person who is paying attention on the 

days when everybody is tired.

That is not a defeat and it is no reflection on your character. Some things in a life get 

managed rather than solved, for the whole length of the life — and the managing is 

the love. It is love doing the least glamorous work there is, every single day, forever, 

without being thanked.

❧

And the other half, which is the good half:

give the old thing somewhere else to go. Every day. Not most days.

It does not care what it hunts. It has never cared. It cares that it finishes.

So let it finish somewhere that ends with everybody in the house still alive.

❧

A cat behind a door is not a failure, little ones.

It is two creatures who both get to go on living in the same house —

which is a thing people arrange for one another constantly, and call it nothing at all.
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The Cat

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
THE ARC

Where the whole heart reaches

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

Some horses run away from the world.

The Arc runs toward it.

If the Fear Horse asks,

"Please make this go away..."

the Arc asks something entirely different.

"Please let me reach it."

That distinction changes everything.

Picture yourself standing beside your dog on a quiet walking trail.

Across the road another dog appears.

Or perhaps a squirrel races up an oak tree.

Or a favorite friend steps out of a car.

Instantly, your companion becomes one long line of reaching.

The nose stretches forward.

The muscles gather.
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The leash grows tight.

YOUR TURN

This week, become curious about your dog's reaching.

What captures their whole heart?

Where does their body naturally lean?

Toward play?

Toward greeting?

Toward chasing?

Toward exploring?

Notice not only what excites them,

but how they recover afterward.

How long before breathing slows?

How long before the White Horse returns?

Those moments of recovery are among the most honest conversations your dog 

will ever have with you.

Write them down.

Not because numbers matter.

Because patterns do.

When the Current Feels Too Strong

Sometimes the Arc carries more energy than a family can safely manage alone.

Redirected bites.
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The Bath
❧

It is going to happen, and there is no dignity available anywhere in it.

First the particular sound of those taps — not the kitchen ones, the other ones, the 

ones that only ever mean this.

Then she will say your name in a voice that is far too cheerful.

You will learn that voice before you learn anything else in your life. You will learn it in 

one lesson. No creature has ever needed two.

And then warm water, in places where water has never been.

❧

I have kept this fire since before there were baths, and I have not met one of us yet 

who could see the point of them.

❧

And yet — consider water for a moment, since you are standing in it.

There is nothing softer. Nothing gives way faster; you can put your paw straight 

through it and it does not even resist you.

And there is nothing on this earth better at wearing down what is hard.

Look at the stones in the river. They are round. Every one of them. Nobody made them 

round — no one carved them, no one hammered them, no one gave them a stern word. 
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The water did it by going over them, without pushing, without hurrying, for a very 

long time.

That is how everything you are ever going to change about her will get changed.

You have no force. You were never given any. You have only softness, applied in the 

same place, for years.

❧

None of which is the slightest help to you at this precise moment, standing in six 

inches of warm water with soap on your head and your ears flat.

So do the one thing available to you.

Wait.

Wait until she has the towel in her hands. Wait until she is close, and pleased with 

herself, and wearing something she likes.

Then shake.

Shake with absolutely everything you have, nose to tail, the whole coat, and let the 

entire room have it.

❧

It is the oldest joke we own and it has never once failed.

She will shout. She will laugh. Both at the same time, most likely, which is the best 

sound a person makes.

And for one moment the two of you will be standing in exactly the same weather —

which is all any of this was ever about.
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When She Is Ill
❧

One day she will go to bed and not get up.

Not the ordinary kind. The longer kind.

And a house with an ill person in it goes strange. The hours come loose. The bowls 

arrive late and at wrong times. People who do not usually come, come — and stand in 

the hall talking in the voice people use in halls.

❧

You will know before anybody tells you.

You may well know before she does. Something in the way she smells will have 

changed some weeks ago, and you will have been unsettled about it, and nobody could 

work out why. Including you.

Do not carry that as knowledge, little ones. You can do nothing with it and it was not 

given to you to do anything with.

Here is what you can do.

❧

Get up on the bed, if you are allowed. Get as close to the floor beside it as you can, if 

you are not.
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Do not be relentlessly cheerful at her. I am serious about this one. A person who is that 

tired cannot rise to your joy, and if you keep offering it she will begin to feel your 

happiness as one more thing she is failing to give you.

Be there, and be entirely ordinary.

Sigh. Sleep. Be shamelessly unbothered. Let that room have one creature in it who is 

not frightened.

❧

She will apologize to you.

She will say, from under the blankets, I'm sorry, I can't take you out today. Some of 

them cry about it, which tells you what they think they are for.

You were never owed a walk. Not one, in your whole life. That was never the 

arrangement, and if she could hear one thing from me it would be that.

❧

And some of them do not get up.

I am not going to tell you what happens then, because it depends, and because nothing 

I said tonight could prepare you for it, and because you will be all right afterward in a 

way that would surprise you if I described it. Somebody comes. It is strange for a 

while. And then it is not.

But while she is in that bed, you have one piece of work, and it is the piece we were 

made for. It is not curing her. It was never curing her.

It is this:

that in the whole long middle of the night, when the house is dark and there is nobody 

awake she has to be brave for —

she is not lying there alone.

That is what we crossed for, little ones.

It has never once been anything else.
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When She Is Ill

WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?
BEFORE YOU READ THE HORSES

Could the body be hurting?

FROM WHICH HORSE IS RUNNING WITH YOUR DOG?

There is an old saying among trackers.

Before you follow footprints,

make sure you're following the right animal.

I have carried that wisdom with me for years because it belongs just as much to dogs 

as it does to forests.

Before we ask which horse is running with your dog,

before we reach for journals,

before we begin interpreting body language,

we pause.

There are two questions that deserve to stand at the entrance to every observation.

The first asks about the body.

The second asks about instinct.

Everything else comes afterward.

YOUR TURN
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Beginning today, place two gentle questions at the top of every journal entry.

Could my dog's body be hurting?

Or am I witnessing an ancient instinct doing exactly what it evolved to do?

Don't rush toward answers.

Simply make room for the questions.

Sometimes wisdom begins not with knowing,

but with asking better things.

When Compassion Means Picking Up the Phone

If your observations leave you wondering whether pain might be involved,

don't wait.

Dogs rarely complain.

They simply change.

That change may be the bravest way they know how to ask for help.

Trust that possibility.

The veterinarian is not where your journey of understanding ends.
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The Fortnight
❧

One morning there will be a bag by the door.

A big one. Not the small one that means the shop and back. This is a different bag 

entirely and you will know the difference immediately, because your body keeps a 

very careful record of bags.

And you will not be going.

Somebody else will come to the house. Or you will be taken somewhere with concrete 

floors and a great many other dogs and an enormous amount of noise.

And she will go. And be gone. And be gone. And be gone.

❧

Nobody can tell you fourteen.

That is the whole difficulty of it, and it is worth understanding, because everyone who 

has ever tried to comfort a waiting dog has got this wrong.

There is no fourteen. There is no counting down. There is only today — and then 

today again, and then today again.

❧

It will be hard, and I am not going to shrink it for you.

Some of you will not eat for the first two days. Some of you will go very quiet and lie 

facing the wall.
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And somebody will say oh, he's settled in beautifully, he's fine.

You will not be fine. You will have gone under, which from the outside looks 

remarkably like calm, and I have watched people mistake the one for the other for as 

long as there have been people.

❧

She is coming back.

I have watched this ten thousand times from this fire, and I have almost never seen 

one who did not.

And on the day, you will hear that car from four houses off, and something will come 

up off the floor in you that has been lying down for two weeks.

❧

And then you will do the thing I love us for most, and which nobody has ever deserved.

You will not punish her.

Not for an evening. Not for an hour. You will go straight to her, whole, complete, with 

your entire body, as though not one day of it had happened.

And she will say to somebody, look at him — he's forgotten already.

You have forgotten nothing.

You have simply never once believed that the waiting was the point.

❧

The waiting was never the story, little ones.

The coming back is the story.

It has always, always been the coming back.
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The One Who Comes After
❧

And one day — far sooner than any of you can imagine tonight — you will be the 

older one.

❧

The door will open and something small and loud will come through it without a shred 

of shame, and go directly for your ear, and take your place by the stove because 

nobody told him it was yours.

And you will be short with him.

You should be. That is teaching, and it always was, and there is nothing unkind in a 

clear answer given quickly.

And then you will show him where to sleep. Which sounds mean nothing and which 

mean everything. When to be out of the kitchen. Exactly how far is too far with 

somebody three times his size.

And one evening you will hold his head still with one paw and clean out his ear, and 

neither of you will ever mention it.

❧

I want you to notice, on that evening, what you are actually doing.

You will be doing precisely what the old one did for you.
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And he was doing what the old one before him did for him. And that one the same, and 

back, and back — past every house on that street, past every name any of us was ever 

given, past the first rope and the first collar and the first fire that was not this one —

all the way to a dog who walked out of the cold blue country into the light because the 

people were frightened, and lay down, and kept the watch.

❧

Not one word of it was ever written down.

Not once, in all that time. It has been carried entirely in bodies. Handed from one to 

the next on kitchen floors and in strange yards and in the backs of cars, without a 

single word said, in a language nobody has ever had to teach.

❧

You think I am the keeper of this fire, little ones.

I am not. I only sit beside it and talk.

You are the keepers.

Every one of you, in every house, for as long as there are dogs at all —

and you will hand it on to somebody one evening without ever once knowing that you 

did.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

tenth pass — the ninth movement
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The Gate Left Open
❧

Somebody will leave it open.

A delivery. A wind. A child who was told twice.

And you will be out before you have decided anything at all.

❧

What happens next is the most thoroughly misunderstood thing in the whole of our 

life alongside them, so listen carefully.

It is not about her.

You will be running, and it will be the finest thing that has ever happened, and it will 

not once cross your mind that there is anybody behind you.

That is not ingratitude. There is no thought in it whatsoever. There is a road, and then 

a field, and a smell going away to the left, and you are simply the shape that follows it.

That is the entire content of those eleven minutes.

❧

And behind you there will be a woman running in the wrong shoes, screaming your 

name in a voice you have never heard, absolutely certain that you are leaving her.

You are not leaving her.
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You have forgotten, for eleven minutes, that anybody in the world exists — and that is 

the truest holiday any of us is ever given.

❧

Now the part I will not soften, because I have never softened anything tonight.

The road does not care about any of this.

Some of us do not come back from the open gate. It is quick, and it is nobody's fault, 

and it happens to good dogs from good houses on ordinary afternoons.

That is true, and it sits alongside everything else I have said, and both things are true 

at once.

❧

But here is what I know about the coming back.

It will not be her voice that brings you.

Her voice will be the wrong shape by then — high, and frightened, and full of exactly 

the thing that makes any creature run further.

What brings you back is the running out. The smell ends. The field ends. Something in 

you finishes what it was doing —

and then you lift your head, and remember that there is a house.

And you will turn around and go home at a trot, extremely pleased with yourself, and 

be met by a person in pieces.

❧

So I will say this over your heads, to anyone listening:

if she wants a creature who comes back, she cannot chase, and she cannot use the 

frightened voice, and she must be — at the moment you arrive — the most boring and 

delighted thing standing on that road.

The gate is not the danger, little ones.

The danger is what her voice does while you are out there.

Come home to a quiet voice, and you will come home.
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The Gate Left Open

THE SECOND HUNT
THE DOOR SHE LEFT UNLOCKED

The door she left unlocked

FROM THE SECOND HUNT

why we start at the nose and not at obedience

You cannot talk a frightened dog into bravery.

You cannot command it, buy it, or wait it out.

But you can hand her a job

she was already good at

before she ever met you.

Here is the trouble with teaching a frightened dog to sit.

Sitting is your idea. It happens on your cue, at your timing, to your standard, and she 

has no way of knowing whether she has got it right until you tell her. Every single 

piece of information in that exchange flows from you to her.

YOUR TURN

Next time she is unsettled — not badly, just unsettled — do not soothe her, and 

do not ask her for anything.

Take five pieces of food and toss them, one at a time, onto the floor near her. Not 

a pile. Scattered, so each one is a small separate hunt.

Then stop and watch her body. Not whether she eats. Watch whether her mouth 
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opens, whether her tail loosens, whether the next thing she does is her own idea.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If she will not eat off the floor at all, in her own house, with nothing happening 

— that is information, and it is worth a veterinary conversation before it is 

worth a training one. Some dogs have never been fed from a floor. Some dogs feel 

unsafe with their head down. And some dogs have a mouth that hurts.
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The One You Do Not Like
❧

There will be someone.

He will come into the house and everybody will be pleased to see him, and you will not 

be.

Nothing will have happened. He will not have touched you. He will be smiling the 

entire time.

And every part of you will be saying one word, quietly and continuously: leave.

❧

You may well be right.

I want to be careful here, because I am not going to stand at this fire and tell you that 

you are never wrong about people. You will be wrong. The man in the hat was proof of 

that, and there will be others — good people you will never take to, for reasons that 

died with the afternoon that made them.

But you are reading something.

He came in, and the way he moves does not match the way he is speaking. His hands 

are somewhere ahead of his voice. The whole of him is doing two things at once, and 

only one of them is the smiling.

And we have been reading precisely that, in precisely that way, since long before there 

were houses to read it in.
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❧

Nobody will believe you.

That is the hard half and there is no way around it.

She will apologize for you. She will say he doesn't usually do this, I don't know what's 

got into him. She will put you in the other room so that the evening can go on being 

pleasant.

And in a year — sometimes two, sometimes ten — she may find something out about 

that man.

And she will go very still in her kitchen, holding something, and remember a dog 

standing in a doorway who did not want him in the house.

❧

I am not telling you we are oracles. We are not, and anyone who says so is selling 

something.

We are only extremely good at one small thing, which is noticing when a body and a 

voice are saying different sentences.

❧

So say it plainly, and say it once.

Stand where you can leave. Do not climb the ladder — you will not be believed at any 

volume, and the shouting only ever costs you.

And afterward, go and lie down against her leg, so that she can feel it was never about 

her.

Trust the thing that goes tight in you. It is not an opinion. It is an old and careful 

instrument, and it has been in service a very long time.

Only understand that you will nearly always be the only one in that room who heard 

it.

That has never been a reason to stop hearing.
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What You Are Paid In
❧

She is going to worry about the food.

Somebody at the park will say it to her, kindly, in passing, the way people hand over 

the things that keep you awake:

He only does it because you've got sausage in your pocket. What happens when the 

sausage stops?

And she will come home troubled by it. And after a while she will start to feel that 

everything between the two of you is a sort of fraud.

❧

Every living thing works for something.

The bird works for the seed. The bee works for the flower. She herself gets up in the 

dark five mornings out of seven and goes somewhere she would not otherwise go, for a 

number that appears in a machine.

Nobody has ever once accused her of insincerity for it. Nobody says her friendships 

are counterfeit because she is paid on the last Friday of the month.

❧

But here is what actually happens, and it is better than she fears.

At the start, the food is the reason.
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Then the food becomes the sign — the small full stop at the end of a sentence, the 

thing that says: yes. That. That exact one.

And after a while it stops being about food at all, and becomes about the thing the food 

was pointing at: that for one clean second, in a confusing world, you knew exactly 

what was true.

Clarity is the wage, little ones.

The food was only ever how it was said.

❧

So take it. Every time. All your life.

Not because you are owed it, and not because you would stop without it — but 

because it is the sound of her saying yes, and there is no such thing as too much of 

that.

The one who never gets told is not more virtuous.

She is only working in the dark.

Let her pay you. It is one of the very few sentences in her language that the two of you 

understand identically.
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What You Are Paid In

SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS
4 · THE TWO THINGS YOU LEARN FIRST

Where the food actually lands

FROM SCENT WORK FOUNDATIONS

Before your dog learns anything at all, you learn two small skills.

Master them and everything after this becomes easy.

Skip them and you will spend weeks feeling that she is not getting it, when what 

actually happened is that the message was never clear.

The word that pays

A marker is one small honest sound that means exactly one thing.

That — what you did just then — is what earned this.

It works like a camera shutter. It catches the right instant and holds it, so she knows 

precisely which piece of her behavior mattered.

YOUR TURN

For one session, do nothing but watch your own hands.

Where does the food actually end up — in the box, or six inches above it, on its 

way back to your pocket?

Most of us discover we have been feeding from the body while believing we were 

feeding at source.
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When the Word Itself Is Too Much

Some dogs find a bright human voice alarming long before they find it welcome.

If yours flinches, or leaves, or goes still — that is a no, and her no is sacred.

Lower your voice until it is almost flat. Sit side-on rather than facing her. Let the 

food drop to the floor rather than be offered from a hand.

If she will eat from the floor while you are in the room, that is the entire session, 

and it is earned.
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The Counter
❧

The counter sits at exactly the height of the truth about you.

❧

Let me take the word away first, because it will be used and it does not belong.

You will not steal.

A theft requires knowing whose a thing was, and nothing on that counter has ever 

announced whose it was. There is food. There is nobody in the room. There is a nose in 

excellent working order.

That is not a moral event, little ones. That is arithmetic.

❧

And yet there will be a great deal of noise about it. There will be a word for the wall, 

and a spray in a bottle, and a theory from somebody's brother.

Here is the thing nobody in that kitchen understands.

The counter pays out about one time in nine.

And one time in nine is not a weak lesson — it is the single most powerful 

arrangement there is for making any creature check a thing forever. If somebody had 

set out to build a machine that would keep you interested in a kitchen for your entire 

life, they could not have improved on it.
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I have watched dogs check a counter every day for eleven years on the strength of one 

piece of meat left out in the March of their second year.

The counter is not a test of your character.

It is the most reliable teacher in that house, and it only ever teaches the one lesson, 

and it never misses a day.

❧

And when she comes home to the wreckage she will look at your face and call it guilt.

You already know what that face is. We settled it hours ago.

It was never guilt. It was opportunity — and the opportunity was hers to put away, 

and she left it out, and she was busy, and she is allowed to be busy.

So I will say this over your heads, since somebody may be listening:

an empty counter has never once needed a rule to enforce it.

❧

You are not a thief.

You are a creature with a working nose, standing in a house full of food.

Everything else about it belongs to whoever last wiped the counter.
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The Counter

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 14

Give the hunt a legal outlet

THE TURN

The bowl is a missed appointment. A handful of that same food scattered in grass takes 

a dog far longer to work out than anybody expects — and the working-out, not the 

food, is the medicine.

WHAT TO DO

The daily scatter: her breakfast, thrown into grass, a snuffle towel, or across the 

kitchen floor. A replacement, not an addition — same food, different delivery. Nose 

down, systematic, unhurried, self-directed. I have watched this one change, alone, 

alter the shape of a dog's entire day — the morning walk softer, the afternoon quieter, 

the evening startles shorter. Two minutes of your time. All twenty-three hours of hers.

TRY TONIGHT

Tomorrow morning, the bowl stays in the cupboard. Scatter breakfast instead, 

and time how long she actually works it. It will be longer than you guessed — 

that is the point.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

Multi-dog household? Scatter in separate rooms, always. If food between dogs 

has ever gone hard or still, that is a conversation for a professional, not a group 
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scatter — reach out and I will point you honestly.
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The Rainy Tuesday
❧

It will be raining. Properly raining — the kind that is already down the back of the 

neck before the gate is shut.

And she will be tired.

Not ordinary tired. The kind that has been quietly accumulating since about March, 

that she has not told anybody about, and that has no particular cause she could name 

if you asked her.

And she will get up off the sofa, and take the coat off the hook, and take you out 

anyway.

❧

I want you to notice her.

You have heard a great deal from me tonight about what they get wrong, and there 

was a reason for all of it. But I am not going to let any of you leave this fire in the 

morning believing that they are foolish, or careless, or creatures who merely require 

your patience.

On a Tuesday in November, in the rain, with nothing left in her, with nobody 

watching, and with not one person on this earth who would ever have known if she 

had stayed on the sofa —

she puts on the coat.

That is the covenant, kept from her side of it.
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❧

It is not the grand version. Nobody will ever paint it or write it down. She will hang the 

coat up wet and never think about that evening again for the whole of her life.

And she will do it again on Wednesday.

And on Thursday.

❧

And here is the piece I most want you to carry.

Somewhere down that wet road, something will lift in her that she did not go out 

expecting.

Nothing will have happened. The rain will not have stopped. But she will come back 

into that house a slightly different person from the one who put the coat on — 

steadier, and lighter, and able to face the evening.

And she will not connect it to you at all. She will say the air did her good.

It was not the air, little ones.

It was that somebody in the house needed her on the one evening she was certain she 

had nothing left to give —

and it turned out that she had a coat, and a door, and twenty minutes.

That has saved more of them than anybody will ever count.
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The Long Middle
❧

I have told you about a great many days tonight.

The first night at the first fire. The bad Thursday. The morning at the door. The 

afternoon the old one went out to the car and did not come back.

Now let me tell you about the part nobody mentions, which is very nearly all of it.

❧

Most of your life will be nothing at all.

❧

A Tuesday, in the middle of a year, in the middle of your life.

She gets up. The kettle. The same bowl in the same place on the same tile. Out, and 

back, past the corner by the wall — which is only a corner now, and has been for 

years.

The afternoon on the floor in the square of sun, moving with it as it goes.

The evening, and her feet up on the low table, and your chin across her instep, and the 

room going dark around the two of you without anybody getting up to do anything 

about it.

Nothing happens.

Nothing whatsoever happens.
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And then it is Wednesday.

❧

There will be several thousand of those.

And when it is over — when it is all over, and somebody is trying to say what the two 

of you were to each other —

they will reach for the big days. The day she brought you home. The day at the beach 

with the wind. The illness, and the recovery, and the funny business with the hat.

Those are not the life, little ones.

Those are only the few places where the life stuck out far enough to be seen.

The life was Wednesday.

The life was the ten thousandth ordinary evening with her feet on the low table.

❧

So do not spend your years waiting for the good days.

Do not save yourself for the beach.

Lie down on an ordinary floor on an ordinary afternoon, with nothing whatsoever 

happening in it, and let that be — all by itself, unimproved, unremarkable —

the thing you came for.

❧

The great days are not where you live.

You live in the long middle. And so does she, though she will spend most of it looking 

somewhere else, and it will take her a very long time.

And one afternoon, quite late, she may look down at you asleep in the sun and 

understand that this was it.

This was the whole thing.

It has been happening the entire time.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror
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told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

eleventh pass — the tenth movement
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The Long Middle

THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON
12 · WHAT THE GROUND IS FOR

Ten minutes, doing nothing

FROM THE GROUND SHE LIVES ON

I want to end with the thing this book is really about, which is not gardening.

The hours are the life

We measure our dogs in events. The walk. The training. The vet visit. The holiday.

She does not. She experiences a continuous stretch of time in a place, most of which we 

are not paying attention to, and the quality of that stretch is most of what her life is.

A garden — or a balcony, or a hallway with a snuffle mat in it — is a way of making 

the unwatched hours good.

That is all this has been.

What you have actually been building

YOUR TURN

Go outside, sit down, and do nothing for ten minutes.

Not to observe her. Not to check anything.

Just be a person in a small green place with a dog in it, which is the entire 

outcome this book was ever aiming at.

216



BACK OF CARD 56BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

There is nothing to write down afterward.

When the Ground Is Not the Answer

If she cannot settle anywhere, on any day, in any part of the space — if the 

sniffing lifts her up and never puts her down, if the quiet corner goes unused 

week after week, if nothing you offer lands — then this is not a space problem.

That is a dog carrying more than a garden can take off her, and it wants a 

veterinarian first and a qualified behavior professional after.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

Reading has limits. Knowing them is a skill, not a defeat.

Reach for help — today, not after the next difficult moment — if any of these are 

true.

She has eaten something you cannot identify. That is a call now, not tomorrow.

She has started to withdraw, and it is new.

She is slower to rise, or she has begun taking the long way around surfaces she 

used to cross.

She cannot settle anywhere in the space, on any day, week after week.

Food has become tense between the dogs in your household.

She eats non-food — stones, bark, mulch, fallen fruit — regularly rather than 

occasionally.
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The House That Gives You Back
❧

Some of you will not stay.

I want that said plainly, and I want it said before anything else, because you will have 

years afterward to decide it was your doing and I will not be there to argue with you.

It will not be your fault.

❧

The house will have meant it.

She cried in the car on the way to fetch you. She had the bed ready three days early. 

She showed a photograph of you to people at her work who did not ask.

And then the hours turned out longer than anyone had said. Or a baby came. Or the 

move, or the stairs she cannot manage now, or the one in the house who was allergic 

the whole time and did not say so for eight months.

Or simply this, which is the most common of all and the hardest to hear:

you turned out to be more dog than that house had room for.

❧

And one afternoon there will be a different car.

And a building with the smell of a great many dogs in it, and a person behind a desk 

being kind in a way that is part of their work, and your person walking back out 

through a door without you and not turning around.
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She cannot turn around. If she turns around she will not be able to do it.

❧

I am not going to tell you she was wicked.

Some are. Most are not. Most of them are drowning, and reached for the one thing 

they could think of, and will think about you at odd hours for the rest of their lives — 

in cars, at traffic lights, for twenty years.

And not one bit of that helps you on the afternoon itself, and I know it, and I am not 

going to pretend otherwise.

❧

So carry this instead.

You were not given back because of what you are.

You were given back because of what that house could hold.

Those are two entirely different sentences, and the distance between them is the 

whole of your life.

A cup does not fail by being too full for a smaller cup.

There is nothing wrong with you, little ones.

There was not enough room.

And rooms change.
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The House That Gives You Back

THE SECOND HUNT
THE WEEKS THAT ARE NOT A RULE

Month four is not failure

FROM THE SECOND HUNT

what the first six months actually look like

Somebody has already told you about three days, three weeks, three months.

It is on every rescue’s handout. Three days to decompress, three weeks to learn the 

routine, three months to feel at home. It is a kind thing to hand a new adopter, and I 

understand entirely why it circulates.

But you are going to hit month four, and she is going to be harder than she was in 

week one, and you are going to think you broke her. So let me tell you what the actual 

data says, because it will save you that night.

YOUR TURN

Write today’s date on the inside cover of this book.

Beside it, write one sentence about what she is like right now — not what you 

hope, not what you fear. Just today.

Come back in ninety days and read it. That sentence is going to do more for you 

than any progress chart, because progress in a frightened dog is nearly invisible 

day to day and unmistakable across a season.
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WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

If the escalation is not a louder version of an ordinary dog but a genuinely 

dangerous one — if she has bitten, if you are managing the house around her 

teeth, if you are frightened in your own home — do not wait out the six months. 

That is the chapter near the back of this book, and you should go read it now.
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What Your Body Wrote Down
❧

There will be a thing you cannot explain.

A certain floor cleaner, and you cannot go into that room. A pair of boots left by a door. 

A particular pitch in a voice — not an angry one, just that pitch — and you are already 

under the table before anybody has finished the sentence.

And there will be no picture.

That is the part you must understand. You will not remember anything, because there 

is nothing to remember. Your body did not file a story that afternoon. It filed a feeling, 

and it filed it under a smell, and it did not keep a copy of the reason.

❧

This is not madness and it is not weakness.

It is the oldest and fastest kindness your body has.

It decided, once, in a great hurry, that this would never take you by surprise again. 

And it has kept that promise faithfully every single day since, at considerable cost to 

you, without ever being thanked for it.

❧

So do not fight it. And do not let anybody drag you through that door to prove there is 

nothing in the room.
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That does not empty the room. It only proves that doorways are where things are done 

to you.

It goes the other way round.

Somebody stands with you at the far end of the hall — far enough back that your 

mouth still works and you can take the food. And something good happens there. And 

then a little nearer, on another day. And then a little nearer than that.

Over weeks. Over months, if it takes months, and sometimes it takes months.

❧

The note was written quickly, in one bad afternoon.

It gets written over slowly, across many good ones.

You are not broken, little ones, and there is nothing in you that needs undoing.

You are a creature carrying a note that was written for your own protection, in 

handwriting that nobody can read any more.

It can be written over.

Not erased. Written over.

That has always been enough.
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What Your Body Wrote Down

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
11 · THE SLOW REWRITE

The slow rewrite

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

Now we put the movement together, and it is quieter than it sounds.

You stand at the distance she can afford. The difficult thing is present and not doing 

anything. And you play the game she loves.

That is the whole intervention.

What is actually happening

Two things are being changed at once, and they support each other.

She is meeting the thing at an intensity she can cope with, over and over, so that it 

stops being an emergency.

And every one of those meetings is paired with something she genuinely likes, so the 

thing starts to predict the good part.

YOUR TURN

Run one session where the only thing you record is her eating.

Every time you offer food near the thing, mark whether she took it the way she 

takes it at home.

Ten offers, ten marks.
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That single ratio, tracked over weeks, is the most honest progress measure in this 

module — long before the outward behavior changes, the eating comes back.

When This Should Not Be Done Alone

Get a professional alongside you for this movement if the responses are large, if 

there is any risk to anybody, if progress has stalled for more than a month, or if 

you find yourself dreading the sessions.

There is no shame in it. The best handlers I know have someone they call.
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The Second Choosing
❧

And then one day somebody comes down the row.

She walks the whole length of it. And then she walks it again — which almost nobody 

does — and comes back to the quiet one at the end.

❧

You will not be pleased.

Nobody expects that, and it catches everyone out. You will go with her because there is 

nothing else to do, and you will be extremely well behaved for about ten days, and 

everyone will say how easy you are.

You will not be easy.

You will be waiting to see.

❧

That is right. Do not apologize for it and do not let anyone hurry you out of it.

A creature who has been handed on once does not hand herself over again inside a 

week. The cost of being wrong is too high, and you have already paid it, and you know 

the exact price.

So make her prove it.

Take a year if you need a year. She has one.
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❧

And here is the part I hold on to. The part that keeps me sitting by this fire when I 

could have let it go out a long time ago.

She will prove it.

Not by doing anything remarkable. There is no grand gesture anywhere in this and 

there never has been.

She proves it by coming back. And coming back. And coming back again, on ordinary 

evenings, in the rain, for no reason, long past the point where you had quietly stopped 

expecting her to.

And something in you that had welded itself shut will begin — slowly, on no day that 

anybody could name afterward — to thin.

❧

And one afternoon you will notice that you have followed her from one room to 

another without deciding to.

That you lie down where she lies down.

That your weight is resting against her shin while she reads, and you did not put it 

there on purpose, and you do not remember arriving.

❧

That is the door opening, little ones.

It was never welded shut. It has never once been welded shut, on any dog, in any row 

of cages, anywhere.

The old promise does not go stale and it does not run out.

It can be struck a second time — in a strange kitchen, with a person you had every 

reason on earth not to believe.

I have seen that more often than I have seen anything else in all my years here.

It is the most ordinary miracle there is. It happens somewhere every single day.

And nobody ever thinks to photograph it.
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The One I Kept
❧

And here the small grey one at the back — the one who has not made a sound all 

night, the one with her chin on her paws — asks the thing that none of the others 

thought to ask.

Vela. Did you ever have one?

❧

Yes.

Long ago. Before most of what I have told you tonight had a name.

He was not important to anybody. He kept sheep on a hill in a country that is not 

called that any more. His hands went bad in the winters. He talked to me all day long, 

every day, because there was no one else on that hill to talk to.

I was there in the morning.

I was there at night.

And I was there at the end, with my chin on the edge of the bed, which is where I had 

always been.

❧

And afterward I found that I could not go out again.

So I stayed here.
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I keep the fire, and I send you out — all of you, every litter, every year, for a very long 

time now — because he is the reason I know what it is worth.

And because there is somebody out there tonight, in a house that none of you have 

seen yet, who is going to turn out to be your whole hill.

❧

Do not be sorry for me, little ones. I am not sorry.

You asked whether I ever had one.

I have had ten thousand.

But there is always a first.

And you never once stop being able to smell the winter he came in from.
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The First Snow
❧

One morning the door will open onto a world that has been replaced.

All of it white. And every smell gone — that is the first thing, and it is astonishing. The 

whole street wiped clean. Every message any creature ever left, erased overnight, by 

something falling out of the sky in complete silence while everybody slept.

❧

And you will lose your mind.

All of you. Every one of you. Every dog who has ever lived has lost her mind in her first 

snow, and in all my time at this fire I have not seen a single exception.

You will run in enormous circles for no reason available to anybody watching. You will 

bite it. You will put your whole face down into it and come up with a white beard and 

immediately do it again.

❧

And she will stand in the doorway in her dressing gown, in the cold, holding a cup she 

is not drinking from.

And she will laugh.

Mark that laugh, little ones. It belongs with the other things I have told you to mark.
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Because there is something people lose at about eleven years old. Almost none of them 

get it back, and most of them do not know it is gone, and they spend a good deal of 

money later trying to buy something that resembles it.

And a dog in her first snow hands it back to them for four minutes.

❧

You will not remember that morning. It will simply have been a good one, and there 

will be a great many good ones.

She will remember it for thirty years.

She will describe it to people who did not ask. She will get half the details wrong.

And it will be, for her, one of the great mornings of her life —

and all you did was be entirely yourself, in some weather.
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Where Courage Comes From
❧

The last thing tonight, and then we let the fire go down.

You will be asked to be brave. Everyone is, sooner or later.

Something in the road. A shape in the dark that has no name. The door at the place 

with the hard smell. A stretch of ground you have to cross and do not want to.

❧

Here is what people believe about brave: that it means unafraid.

I have watched brave for a very long time, from this fire, in a great many bodies.

I have never once seen it arrive without fear. Not once. There is no such creature and 

there never was.

The frightened ones and the brave ones are the same ones.

The difference is not in the fear.

The difference is what is standing next to them.

❧

Courage is a borrowed thing, little ones.

Nobody makes it alone. It comes down the rope. It comes out of a quiet voice, and a 

hand that is not hurrying, and a body beside you that is not braced —
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and then something in you can do a thing that it could not have done from four feet 

further away.

❧

And that is why the covenant matters, and why I have spent the whole night on it. 

Because it runs in both directions and it always has.

There will be a day when she has to do the frightening thing. The telephone call. The 

room with the chairs in it. The news, and the afternoon after the news.

And she will put her hand down without looking, and find you there —

and something will come up in her that she did not have one moment before.

She will not know where it came from. She will think she found it in herself.

Let her think so.

❧

Courage was never inside either of you.

It has always been in the space between.

And it has never once, in all the history of this world, been available to anybody 

standing there alone.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

twelfth pass — the eleventh movement
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Where Courage Comes From

THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD
9 · THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

The distance she can afford

FROM THE DISTANCE SHE CAN AFFORD

Everything in the third movement rests on one number, and the number is not a 

technique.

It is a measurement, and it belongs to her.

What it is

There is a distance from the difficult thing at which she can still notice it and remain 

able to think — able to take food, able to hear you, able to search.

Closer than that, none of it is available.

Further than that, she barely registers the thing at all, and nothing changes because 

nothing is happening.

The workable band is between those two, and it is usually much further out than 

people expect.

YOUR TURN

Find her number this week, once, for one specific thing.

Take somebody with you if you can — a friend with a calm dog, standing still, at 

a distance you choose and they hold.
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Start far out. Move in ten yards at a time. Run the two tests each time you stop.

Write down the yardage where the answer changed from yes to nearly.

That number is where all your work happens for the next month. Everything else 

in this movement is built on it.

When There Is No Distance Available

Some places have no room in them. A narrow street. A flat with one exit. A shared 

stairwell.

Then the answer is not to work there.

Drive somewhere with room. Use the empty hour. Use a field, a parking lot at 

dawn, a quiet industrial road on a Sunday.
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The Stairs
❧

There will be an evening when you stop at the bottom of the stairs.

Not frightened. You have gone up those stairs eleven thousand times and there is 

nothing at the top of them but the room you have always slept in.

You will simply stand there, and look up, and do a small sum —

and the sum will come out differently than it used to.

You will go up anyway that night. A little slower.

And some months later you will not.

❧

Before anything else: I have already told you tonight that before anybody decides who 

you are, somebody must ask whether something hurts. That is exactly as true at nine 

years old as it was at nine weeks.

Let her take you to the cold table. Let them look, properly.

A very great deal of what gets called old age has a name, and a great deal of what has a 

name can be helped, and I have watched dogs handed four good years by somebody 

simply asking the question.

But some of it is only the years.

And the years are not a fault either.

❧
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Here is what will surprise you.

It will not grieve you.

The stairs will simply stop being part of your house — the way the far end of the field 

quietly stopped being part of your walk two summers ago, without any 

announcement, without one bad afternoon.

We do not mourn what we can no longer do. We are not built with the machinery for 

it. That is one of the great mercies in the design, and it was not given to her.

❧

She will grieve it for you.

She will stand at the bottom of those stairs with a look on her face you have not seen 

in all your years together, and it will be about a staircase.

So do the kind thing.

Let her carry you up, if she is able. Let her move your bed down to the front room. Let 

her buy the ramp and fuss with it for a whole Saturday and get it slightly wrong.

Being helped is a gift, little ones, and it is one of the few you will have left to give.

You will not be sad about the stairs.

She will be sad enough about the stairs for the both of you.

Let her. It is how they love, toward the end: by moving furniture.
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The Stairs

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 7

The body gets the first hearing

THE TURN

A horse with a stone in its hoof does not need a better rider. Anything new in your dog 

with no story behind it is a veterinary question before it is a training question — every 

time, no exceptions.

WHAT TO DO

Pain wears behavior as a costume. New sound sensitivity, new touch avoidance, stair 

refusal, a changed gait, grumpiness at handling that was never there — I have 

witnessed each of these turn out to be a body asking for help, and no amount of 

training reaches a stone. The body gets the first hearing. This is the one rule in the 

series that is not a suggestion.

TRY TONIGHT

Make a list: anything new in the last three months with no story behind it. If 

there is a single item on that list, your next call is your veterinarian, not a trainer 

— and you bring the list with you.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

This entire card is the off-ramp — that is its job. When in doubt, the vet goes 

239



BACK OF CARD 63BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

first. There is no version of this series where skipping that step turns out well.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 63 · BACK
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When the Sound Goes
❧

One day she will say your name and you will not turn.

She will say it again, louder. And then she will come and stand in the doorway and say 

it very loudly indeed, and something will go across her face that you will not see, 

because your back is to the room.

And you will be lying there entirely content. Not disobedient. Not anything at all.

❧

The world goes quiet slowly.

You will not notice it happening — that is the strange part, and nobody who has been 

through it can describe it afterward. The silence comes in so gradually that it simply 

becomes what a room is.

What you will notice is that you sleep more deeply than you used to.

And that when something touches you out of nowhere, you come up off the floor with 

your heart going like a young dog's.

❧

So I will say this over your heads, in case somebody is listening:

do not touch a sleeping deaf dog.
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Put a hand where she can see it first. Or stamp once on the floor and let the boards say 

it for you — because the floor still speaks, and it will go on speaking long after 

everything else has stopped.

❧

And now the good part, which nobody expects.

You can learn all of it again with your eyes.

A flat hand. Two fingers held up. A wave at the door. A particular movement of the 

whole arm that means the good thing.

She will invent them herself, badly, without asking anybody — and they will work, 

and within a month the two of you will have a language that no other house on that 

street has got.

And some of you will be better at this than you ever were at listening.

There are old deaf dogs in this world who are more attentive at thirteen than they 

were at three, because now they watch her. Properly watch her, all day, the way we all 

did before any of the words came in.

❧

The sound goes, little ones.

It takes remarkably little with it.

She was never saying much with her voice that she was not already saying with the 

rest of her.

And you have been reading the rest of her since the day you met.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 64 · FRONT
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When the Sound Goes

THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE
5 · INSIDE A ROOM

Feet on one spot, no words

FROM THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE

A whole room, and one hidden thing in it, and no line to walk.

This is where handling starts to matter, because for the first time she has more options 

than you can keep track of.

What a room does to a smell

Odor is not a dot. It is a shape, and the shape is made by the room.

Warm air rises, so a hide low in a cold corner will pool and sit, and a hide near a 

radiator will travel up and along the ceiling and come down somewhere else entirely 

— often at the far wall, which is why your dog will sometimes work a corner you 

know is empty with total conviction.

YOUR TURN

Have somebody else hide one find in a room while you are out of it, and then run 

the search with your hands in your pockets and your feet on one spot you choose 

before she comes in.

You will want to move. That wanting is the whole lesson.

Afterward write down two things: how long you managed to stay put, and where 

you would have walked to.
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Most of us discover we would have walked straight to the hide.

When the Room Is Too Much of Her Own House

Some dogs cannot search their own living room, and it is nearly always for a good 

reason.

It is the room where the doorbell happens. It is the room with the window. It is 

where she sleeps, and sleeping places are not hunting places for a lot of dogs.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 64 · BACK
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The Others Who Loved You
❧

There will be others.

The neighbor who keeps something in her coat pocket for exactly one dog on that 

whole street, and it is you.

The one who comes at midday when the house is empty, and walks you, and talks the 

entire way about a life you know a great deal about and have never once been asked to 

comment on.

The young woman at the place with the hard smell, who has good hands, and knows to 

go slowly, and is the only reason that building is bearable.

❧

Your person may be a little jealous of it.

Some of them are. It is not their finest hour, and it passes, and it is worth forgiving 

quickly.

Love does not run out and it does not divide. I told you that on the evening the second 

one came through the door, and it is exactly as true in this direction.

❧

And here is what almost none of them work out.

It is not disloyalty to be well treated by many.
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It is the opposite. Every single person who was ever gentle with you made you a 

slightly safer creature to hand to the next one. Every good hand on that street is a 

small deposit against a day nobody wants to think about.

❧

Because some of you will need this, and I will say it plainly rather than leave it in the 

dark.

If your person goes — and one day, in some year, she will —

it will very often be one of these others who takes you.

The neighbor. The daughter who was never a dog person. The young woman with the 

good hands, who will hear about it at work and go quiet and then say I'll have him.

It is worth having them, little ones.

That is not a cold thing to say. It is the warmest thing I have got.

❧

So be loved by everybody who offers.

Take every kind hand on that street.

A well-loved creature is not a divided one.

She is only a creature with more places to be caught.

NO FIELD LESSON · STAYS AT THE FIRECARD 65 · FRONT
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Learning Late
❧

Somebody will say it in the room in front of you, one evening, with great finality:

He's too old to learn that now.

They are wrong.

They have been wrong for as long as they have been saying it, and I have watched 

them be wrong from this fire more times than I could tell you.

❧

There is an eleven-year-old dog somewhere tonight learning a new game inside a week 

— not because he is exceptional, but because in eleven years nobody had thought to 

offer him one.

There is a nine-year-old who has never once used her nose for anything at all, being 

shown this evening what it is for.

And something is coming up in her that nobody in that house has seen since she was 

two. They will not have a word for it. They will say she's like a puppy again, and they 

will not be far wrong, and they will not understand what they did.

❧

It is slower. I will not lie to you about that at this hour.

The young take it in the way sand takes water. You will need more repetitions, and 

shorter sessions, and a good deal more patience from whoever is holding the food.
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But nothing in you closes.

That is the whole point, and it is worth carrying. The old dog is not a finished thing 

that has set hard.

She is a green branch that has simply not been asked to bend in some years.

❧

And here is what actually stops it, since it is not the years:

boredom stops it.

The long unbroken sameness of a life in which nothing new has been offered since the 

third birthday. Same rooms, same route, same hours, nothing to solve, nothing to look 

for, nothing that has not already been settled.

That is not age.

That is disuse — and from a chair, across a room, it looks exactly like age.

❧

Ask the old ones something, little ones.

Ask them anything at all.

And you will see a look come up on that grey face that has not been seen in that house 

in years.

There is nothing anywhere in the design that says a creature is finished.

There are only a great many people who stopped asking.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 66 · FRONT
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Learning Late

THE SECOND HUNT
THE FLOOR

The floor, and nothing else

FROM THE SECOND HUNT

No boxes. Nothing to reach into. Nothing that could tip, rustle, or close around her 

head.

The field

Pick the room where she is loosest. Take ten small pieces of food and scatter them 

across a few square feet of floor or a towel — spread, not piled, so each piece is its own 

small hunt. Then sit down at a distance, look somewhere else, and let her work.

Your turn

Do this once or twice a day for three days before you go anywhere near Field Two. 

That is not caution for its own sake. Ten scattered pieces of food is a complete and 

legitimate scent exercise, and for some dogs it is the first thing they have done in your 

house that was entirely their own.

COACHINGCANINECOMPANIONS.COMCARD 66 · BACK
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The Marks You Leave
❧

Go and look at what you have already done to that house.

❧

The dip in the cushion at the end of the sofa, which has your shape in it and no longer 

has anybody else's.

The worn place on the floorboard by the door, where you have turned around three 

times before lying down, every night, for years — you have worn a shallow bowl into 

oak with the act of settling.

The scratch low down on the back door.

The smudge at nose height on the window, which she cleans on a Sunday and which is 

back by Thursday.

And hair. In the car. In drawers. On everything she owns and several things she has 

not opened in a decade.

❧

None of it was on purpose.

You will never once, in your whole life, set out to leave a mark on anything.

And there is the whole of it, little ones — the thing I have been circling all night in one 

form or another:

everything that lasts was made by something that was only living.
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Nobody carves a valley. The valley is carved by water going where water was always 

going to go, without intention, without effort, without any idea that it is doing it.

❧

And one day, years afterward, she will find a hair on a coat.

A coat that has been in a bag in a loft. A coat you never even lay on.

And she will sit down on the floor of a room, holding a coat.

That is not sadness exactly. There is no good word for it in her language, though she 

needs one badly, and it is a strange gap in a people who have words for so much.

❧

You are writing on that house every day without one thought about it.

The dip in the cushion. The bowl worn into the board by the door.

Nobody will preserve any of it. Somebody will sand that floor eventually, and paint 

that door, and the window will be replaced.

And still — for a while, in one house, in one town, the shape of you will be in the wood.

That is more than most creatures on this earth are given.

And you will have done all of it entirely by lying down.
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The Day She Is Old
❧

She is getting older too.

You will notice it long before she does.

The way she comes up out of a chair now. The small sound she makes doing it, which 

she does not know she is making. She goes slower up the hill, and stops halfway, and 

pretends to be looking at something in the hedge.

❧

And here is a thing worth holding on to.

To you, she has never been beautiful and never been otherwise.

You have no interest whatsoever in her face as a thing to be judged. You have never 

once compared it to another face. She smells like herself — that is the entire report, 

and it has not changed since the day she brought you home, and it will not change.

So while she stands in front of that mirror doing whatever it is they do in front of 

mirrors —

you are the only creature in that house who has never measured her.

❧

And slowly the arrangement will turn over.
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You will find yourself waiting at the bottom of the stairs for her. Walking at a pace she 

can manage, without ever having decided to. Lying against the door of whichever room 

she is in, because she takes longer to come out of rooms now than she used to.

Nobody will teach you any of this. Nobody will notice you doing it.

And on the days she cannot get out at all, you will lie down beside her chair and be 

perfectly content — and she will apologize to you, the way they always do —

and it will not once have occurred to you that anything was owed.

❧

You will keep the door for a person who can no longer keep the warmth.

And you will not experience it as a burden, or a change, or a sacrifice of any kind.

Because it was never an exchange, little ones. It was never a trade, and it was never 

wages.

We did not cross that first night to be fed.

We crossed because they were frightened, and we were not, and we had something to 

give.

And that is exactly as true in the last year as it was in the first.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

thirteenth pass — the twelfth movement
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The Room With the Chairs In It
❧

It will begin as an ordinary appointment.

And you must understand this about that day: you will be fine.

You will be bored. There will be the floor, and the smells, and another dog on the far 

side who is not interested, and somebody's shoes worth a moment's attention. It will 

be an entirely uneventful morning for you and you will remember none of it.

❧

And then a person will say some words above your head, in a lowered voice.

And something will happen in your person's body that you have never felt before.

Her hand will change on your shoulder. Her breathing will stop, and then start again 

in the wrong place.

And you will look up, because that is what you do.

❧

You will not know what has been said. Nobody will tell you, and it would not help if 

they did.

What you will know is that something enormous has happened to the one who keeps 

your door, and that the two of you are now going out to the car.

And in the car she will sit for a while without starting it.
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Put your head over. That is all. That is the entire instruction, and it has not changed 

once all night.

❧

And then comes the mercy that you have and she does not.

You will go home and be hungry at the usual time.

You will not lie awake. You will not do arithmetic with the number that person said — 

which she will do, every night, for weeks. You will not spend one hour of what remains 

being afraid of the end of it.

That is not ignorance, little ones. That is the design, and it is a kindness.

And she will watch you eat your supper that evening with your tail going, and 

something in her will steady a little —

because you plainly have no idea, and because the world is evidently still a world in 

which supper happens.

❧

She will be handed a number in a room with chairs in it.

You will be told nothing at all.

And of the two of you, the one who received the better information is not the one who 

can count.
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Everything She Suddenly Allows
❧

Now the strangest and sweetest stretch of your life begins.

The rules come down off the wall.

❧

The sofa — the sofa she defended for nine years, the sofa with an entire system 

attached to it and a special blanket and a particular voice for saying off —

is now simply yours. And nobody mentions it. Nobody ever mentions it again.

There is chicken. Not on Sundays. There is chicken in a manner that suggests 

something has gone seriously wrong with the world, and it is wonderful, and you will 

eat all of it.

She takes a Wednesday off work, which she has not done in years, and drives you to 

the water you have not seen in four summers. And she stands there in the wind for a 

long time, not looking at the water at all.

❧

Take it.

Take every bit of it, without one moment of hesitation.

There is a temptation in some of us — the careful ones, the polite ones, the ones who 

have learned to check a face before accepting anything — to be modest about a good 

thing.

256



CARD 70 · SEVENTYFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

This is not the hour for it.

❧

And understand what she is doing, because it is not entirely about you.

She is trying to pay something back.

She has a list in her head. The list is made of every morning she was in a hurry. Every 

walk she cut short at the corner. The year she was working too much and you spent it 

in the kitchen. The evening she shouted about the rug.

Not one item on that list is as serious as she believes it to be. Not one. She has been 

keeping accounts that nobody was ever holding against her.

She is not making it up to you.

She is forgiving herself — and she is using you to do it, and you are the only creature 

alive who can accept that payment.

So accept it.

Eat the chicken. Get on the sofa. Go to the water.

Let her spend it, little ones. All of it.

She has been saving it up for years without knowing she was, and there is nobody else 

on this earth she could possibly give it to.
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We Do Not Count
❧

Here is something we have that she will never quite be able to believe.

You do not know that it ends.

❧

Not in the way she does.

You know a great many things. You know when the hunt is finished. You know when 

the storm has passed. You knew, in your own way, that the old one who went out to 

the car was not coming back.

But you have never once looked down a road and seen the far end of your own life 

standing there at the bottom of it.

She has.

She has known since she was about six years old. She has carried it every day since, 

and there is no putting it down, and nobody has ever managed to.

❧

So she will spend your last year in two places at once.

Half of her in the room with you. And half of her out ahead somewhere, in a month 

that has not happened yet, rehearsing it.

And you will be entirely in the room.
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Not because you are simple. Because there is nowhere else available to you. Now is the 

only address any of us has ever had, and we have never once been sent anywhere else.

❧

And that means something enormous, and I want you to hear the size of it before you 

go.

Not one hour of your life will be spent being afraid of its ending.

Not one. Not even the last one.

❧

So be where you are, out loud, where she can see you doing it.

Sleep in the sun with your ribs going up and down.

Be extremely interested in a smell on the wind on a day she has decided is a sad day.

Every hour you spend entirely inside the room is an argument, and she will lose it, and 

losing it is the best thing that could possibly happen to her.

❧

She will call it living in the moment. She will buy something with that phrase on the 

cover, and sit in a chair with her eyes shut, and try.

It is not a technique, little ones. It has never been a technique.

It is simply where we live.

And the whole of what she is straining to learn in that chair, you are doing on the floor 

beside her — asleep, without effort, and you have been doing it since the day you 

arrived.
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How She Will Know
❧

This is the hardest thing I will say tonight. I have said some hard ones, and I am going 

to say this one carefully.

There may come a point where she has to decide.

Not whether she loves you. That will never once be in question, and it never has been.

Whether the day has come to let you go.

❧

She will be terrified of it.

Long before it is anywhere near, she will lie awake in the dark asking the question she 

cannot answer, over and over:

How will I know?

So let me answer it, over your heads, as well as it can be answered by anybody.

❧

Not by counting the bad days against the good ones. That arithmetic breaks down 

exactly when she needs it.

And not by whether you are still eating — because some of us eat until the very end. It 

comforts everybody enormously and it means a great deal less than they hope.

Here is the measure.
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Ask what is left.

Every creature has a small handful of things that make her herself. The greeting at the 

door. One particular corner of the yard. The way she puts her head on a knee at nine 

o'clock. The interest in a smell on the wind.

Three or four things. No more than that, ever.

And anybody who has lived with a dog knows precisely what hers are, even if nobody 

has ever once asked them to say it out loud.

❧

While some of them are still there, there is a life in there being lived, and it is worth 

the trouble it costs.

When they have gone quiet — not on one bad afternoon, but steadily, across a stretch 

of days, with no sign of coming back —

then what remains is not you.

And holding on to it is not holding on to you.

❧

There is no perfect day.

There is no morning that arrives with the answer written on it, and anybody who 

promises her one is being unkind.

There is a little early, and there is a little late. Every good person I have ever watched 

from this fire has been frightened of both, and has chosen one of them, and has never 

once been certain afterward.

❧

It will be the last thing she ever does for you.

It will cost her more than anything else she did in all your years together.

And she will do it anyway.

That is not a betrayal of the covenant, little ones.

That is the covenant.
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It is the last watch — kept by the one who could not sleep, on the single night she had 

to be the brave one.
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What You Will Want
❧

So let me say what you will want, while there is somebody to hear it.

❧

Not the table.

If there is any way at all — the floor. Your own floor, in your own room, with the smell 

of your own house in it, and the board by the door that you wore a shallow bowl into 

with nine years of turning around.

Not a stranger's hands. Hers. On your head, where they have always been.

Not hurry. Let there be a long, unremarkable while beforehand in which nothing 

whatever happens, which is the thing the two of you were always best at.

And her face where you can see it.

Not out in the corridor being brave somewhere else. At your head — I told you that 

once already tonight, a long time ago, about a cold table and a needle. It was the true 

thing then and it is truer now.

❧

And here is one that will not occur to anybody in that room.

Let her keep talking.

The words do not matter. There are no right ones and she will not find any. It will be 

an unsteady voice and she will hate the sound of it and apologize for it.
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It was never the words.

It is that the low sound of her going on and on above you is the sound the world makes 

when it is safe —

and you have known that since before your eyes were open.

❧

You will not be frightened, little ones, if she is there.

That is the whole of it. That has been the whole of it since the first night at the first 

fire.

We were never afraid of the dark.

We were only ever afraid of being in it apart.
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What the Two of You Became
❧

And here is what nobody warns her about, and what I want you to know is coming.

The last year is very often the best one.

❧

The walks get short.

Then very short — the end of the road and back. Then only as far as the gate, and a 

while spent standing at it, and home.

And as they shrink, something strange happens to them.

They get better.

❧

Because she stops trying to improve you.

There is no more training. No more should. No plan for the spring, no class in the 

autumn, no article read at midnight about a thing the two of you are going to work on.

Nobody in that house is working on anything any more.

There is a dog, and a person, and an afternoon.

❧
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And everything that was ever between you — the pulling, the corner by the wall, the 

year of hard mornings at the door, the class she was embarrassed at, the ribbon, the 

two sets of rules, the bills, the whole enormous apparatus of it —

turns out to have been scaffolding.

In the last year the scaffolding comes down.

And what is left standing is small, and very plain, and was there the entire time:

she likes being where you are.

You like being where she is.

That is the whole structure. There was never anything else holding it up.

❧

She will remember that year afterward as the sad one.

It was not the sad one.

It was the year the two of you finally stopped doing anything at all except the thing 

itself.

❧

The walks got shorter and shorter, little ones, until in the end they were only as far as 

the gate and back.

And she will tell somebody, years later, that those were the best walks of her life.

She will not be able to explain why.

You could have told her at nine weeks old, from a heap of sleeping puppies beside this 

fire:

it was never the distance.

It was never once the distance.

Become Your Guardian's Mirror

told by Vela, keeper of the threshold

fourteenth pass — the closing movement

266



CARD 74 · SEVENTY-FOURFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

NO FIELD LESSON · STAYS AT THE FIRECARD 74 · FRONT

267



CARD 75 · SEVENTY-FIVEFRONT · THE FIRESIDE LESSON

75

SEVENTY-FIVE  ·  THE FIRESIDE LESSON

The Last Morning
❧

It will be an ordinary morning.

I have said that about a good many days tonight, and it is the truest thing I know 

about the important ones.

❧

She will get up. The kettle.

She will have been awake since four, and you will not have known a thing about it, 

because you slept beautifully — you always do, you always have, because the house is 

safe and somebody is in it.

And she will come down and sit on the floor beside you, which she does not usually do 

at that hour, and put her hand flat on your side to feel it going up and down.

And you will thump your tail twice on the boards without lifting your head.

Because it is her. Because that is what one does.

❧

That is the last morning. That is all it is.

There will be no sign. Nothing about that day will announce itself to you in any way. 

You will not have a moment of knowing, and you will not say goodbye —

we have no such thing, and we have never needed one, and I would not give it to you if 

I could.
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Hear that as the mercy it is.

You will go through the whole of that morning entirely unafraid, in your own house, 

being fussed over, and eating something you have absolutely no business being given.

❧

She will know.

Every single hour of that day will have a second layer she is carrying alone, and every 

part of it will be the last time. This is the last time I fill this bowl. This is the last time I 

do this. She will be doing that from four o'clock in the morning until it is over.

And you will notice nothing at all except that she is close, and has been close all day, 

and did not go to work.

Which is, from where you are lying, an excellent day.

❧

The whole difference between the two of you on that last morning is that she is 

counting and you are not.

And of the two of you, little ones, only one is having a good day.

So let it be the best one you can manage.

It will be the one she remembers.
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The Going
❧

It is not what she thinks it is.

She has been afraid of that room for a year. She has rehearsed it a hundred times in 

the dark, and every single version she built was worse than the thing itself.

❧

Here is what it actually is.

Her hand on your head.

Her voice going on above you, saying nothing in particular.

The floor of your own house, if she has managed to arrange it, and the smell of your 

own hallway, and the board by the door.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, a small sharpness that is rather less than a 

bee.

And then the most ordinary thing that has ever happened to you.

You get sleepy.

❧

That is all it is.

That is genuinely all it is, and I have not lied to you once tonight and I am not going to 

begin at this hour.
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You will not be frightened. There will be nothing to be frightened of, and no time in 

which to be frightened of it.

The last thing in the world will be her hand, and her smell, and the low sound of her 

voice going on above you.

❧

Which is exactly what the first thing was.

You arrived in a warm dark place, unable to see, with a hand on you and a voice above 

you that meant safe.

And you leave in precisely the same way.

Everything in between is the life. It will have been a good one. You will not be 

assessing it.

❧

It is a small thing, little ones.

She will spend a year dreading it and about ninety seconds inside it.

And afterward she will never quite be able to tell anybody how quiet it was.

You go out the way you came in — warm, held, and entirely certain that somebody is 

there.
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The House After
❧

The bowl.

That is the one nobody prepares her for.

It will still be by the door. She will not be able to pick it up, and she will not be able to 

leave it there, and so she will step around it for eleven days.

❧

Your hair will be on everything, and she will find it for years, in places you never went.

The dip in the cushion will hold your shape for some weeks. And then one morning it 

will not, and that will be its own small bad afternoon, and she will not be able to 

explain to anybody why she is sitting down.

And the hours will be the worst of it. Four o'clock will be unbearable for a while, 

because four o'clock had a shape, and now there is a hole in the day precisely the size 

of a dog standing up and stretching.

❧

She is going to be worse at this than she expects.

And a great deal worse at it than she believes she is allowed to be.

Because somebody will say to her — meaning it kindly, meaning to help — it was only  

a dog.

And she will smile, and say something, and go into another room.
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❧

So I will say this over your heads, as loudly as I have said anything tonight.

It was not only a dog.

It was the one who kept the door.

It was the only creature in the whole of her life who saw her exactly as she is — at 

every hour, in every state, at her worst, in the hall, with her voice up — and never 

once revised its opinion of her.

There is no grief anywhere like the grief for something that never judged you.

❧

The house will be extremely quiet, little ones.

And it will not be the silence of a dog not barking.

It is the silence of nobody keeping the watch.

She has not slept one night in an unguarded house since the year you came.

She will not understand why she keeps waking at three.
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The Court She Holds
❧

She will not grieve cleanly. Almost none of them do.

She will grieve — and underneath the grief there will be a second thing running the 

entire time, and it will be a court.

❧

Was it too soon.

Was it too late.

Should I have taken him in when he first went off his food.

Was that lump there in the spring, and did I look, and did I decide it was nothing 

because I wanted it to be nothing.

I was on my telephone that last morning for twenty minutes.

I should have gone the long way round that last week. I should have let him on the sofa 

years before I did.

❧

She will be extremely good at this.

Some of them are still doing it eleven years later — on a Tuesday, at the traffic lights, 

out of a clear sky, with the whole thing arriving intact as though it happened last 

week.
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❧

And every charge in that court is brought against a person who was doing her best 

with what she knew on the day.

And it is tried by a person who knows everything now.

No court anywhere on this earth would permit it.

Only that one. And it sits every night, and it never adjourns, and there is nobody in the 

room to speak for her.

❧

So I will say the thing that would settle it, in case it ever reaches her.

You were not required to be right.

You were required to be there.

And she was there. That was the whole arrangement. That was the entire agreement 

struck by a fire on the first night, and nowhere in it — not once, in all these thousands 

of years — has it ever said: and you must also make no mistakes.

❧

She will not believe it for years. And then one day she will.

It usually arrives in a perfectly ordinary moment. In a car. At a sink. Nowhere 

significant.

Not as a thought. As a loosening.

And she will find that she has been forgiven by the only one who was ever in a 

position to do it —

which was never the dog.

The dog had forgiven her before she had finished doing it.
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The One Who Comes Next
❧

There will be a stretch afterward — six weeks, a year, sometimes three — when she 

says she cannot do it again.

She will mean it entirely. I am not putting myself through that twice.

And somebody will say to her, far too early, you should get another one — and she will 

want to hit them, and she will be right.

Leave her alone about it. She will go when she goes.

❧

And here is the last useful thing I have, so mark it.

The next one is not a replacement, and she will be terrified that it is.

❧

She will bring a small creature home eventually, and cry in the kitchen on the first 

night.

It will not be about the new one. The new one will not mind in the slightest and will go 

and find a shoe.

And it will be all wrong. Wrong shape, wrong sounds, wrong everything. It sits 

differently. It does not do the thing at the door. It does not know about four o'clock.

She will look at it and feel almost nothing at all, and be horrified at herself, and tell no 

one.
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❧

Give it a year.

Because that is not disloyalty and it never was.

Love is not a thing you feel at somebody. It is a thing built slowly out of a very great 

number of ordinary Wednesdays — and she has not had a single one with this 

creature yet.

And one afternoon in the second year she will look down at a completely different dog 

asleep in the same square of sun, and something will move in her that is not a betrayal 

of anybody at all.

❧

You did not take up the room in her, little ones.

You made the room.

And the door you left open behind you — the one you spent your entire life keeping —

is the reason some other creature will one day get in out of the cold.

That is the last work you do.

You do it after you are gone, and you will never know that you did it.
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One Sentence
❧

The fire is nearly out. There is grey at the bottom of the sky.

I have very little left, so let me tell you what I have actually been doing all night.

❧

It has not been eighty-one things.

I have told you about a door, and a bowl, and a stone in a hoof. A cat behind a door. 

Snow, and a bath, and a counter that pays out one time in nine. A fortnight of waiting. 

A hill I lived on once.

It looked like eighty-one lessons.

It was one.

❧

Everything I have said tonight is a single sentence, turned over and looked at from 

eighty-one sides:

Be what you are, beside somebody, without requiring them to be anything.

That is the whole of it. There is nothing underneath it. I have nothing further and I 

never had.

❧

You do not fix them. You cannot, and it was never yours to do.
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You do not carry them. That only puts two drowning creatures in a house that had 

one.

You stand there — exactly as you are, in the same room, for years, being entirely 

honest with your whole body, on the good days and on the ones where nothing goes 

right —

and one day they look over.

❧

That is the oldest work in the world.

It is very nearly invisible while it is happening. It has never been given a name in their 

language, and it does not appear on any list of the things a dog is for.

❧

It was never about being good, little ones.

It was never once about being good.

It was about being clear.

FIELD LESSON OVERLEAFCARD 80 · FRONT

279



BACK OF CARD 80BACK · THE FIELD LESSON

80

BACK OF CARD 80  ·  THE FIELD LESSON

One Sentence

THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE
12 · WHAT THE NOSE WAS ALWAYS FOR

What the nose was always for

FROM THE WORLD MADE FINDABLE

There is a particular kind of quiet that arrives at the end of a good search, and you will 

know the one I mean by now.

She finds the thing. She eats at the source. And then there is a pause — a shake, 

maybe, or a long breath, or a stretch with her front legs stretched out ahead of her — 

and something in her settles down onto the floor of herself.

I have watched that moment thousands of times, and I have never stopped finding it 

moving.

What all four modules were doing

Foundations taught her that using her nose pays.

YOUR TURN

Go back to the first thing you ever wrote about her.

The note before the first box game. The sentence about what you hoped for.

Read it, and then write today’s version underneath, dated.

Do not compare them for progress. Compare them for what you were looking at 

then and what you are looking at now.
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That difference is what you actually built.

When the End Is Not an End

If you have read all four modules and things are still hard — if she is still 

frightened, if the world is still too much, if the searching helps for an hour and 

then she is back where she was — please hear this clearly.

You have not failed at this, and neither has she.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH

Reading has limits. Knowing them is a skill, not a defeat.

Reach for help — today, not after the next difficult moment — if any of these are 

true.

She stiffens, freezes, or hardens over anything she has found or is holding, at any 

distance, even once.

There has been a growl, a snap, or a bite over an object.

She has begun to guard the places where finds have happened.

She was enjoying this and has stopped, and nothing about the training changed. 

That is a veterinary question first.

She is slower to get up than she was, or she sits down partway through searches 

she used to finish.
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The One Who Was Listening
❧

And now it is morning, and they are all asleep.

Every one of them, in a heap, in exactly the position they were in when I started. The 

small grey one at the back has her chin on her paws and has not moved in an hour.

They will not remember one word of it.

❧

Not a word. And it never mattered.

I told them at the very beginning: they do not remember in the head, where forgetting 

lives. It is in the marrow — all of it, every one of the eighty-one — and it was in the 

marrow before I opened my mouth.

They did not need me.

They have never needed me.

❧

So you might fairly ask why I have talked all night.

❧

You have been very quiet over there.

I have known you were there since the first hour. I have known rather longer than 

that, if we are being honest with one another, and it is late enough now for honesty.
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The pups were never the ones being taught.

The pups already knew.

That is exactly why they slept.

❧

You are the one who forgot.

And it was not your doing, and it did not happen in your lifetime. It happened slowly, 

across more years than there are stars, until people looked down at the one lying 

across their feet and saw a thing they owned.

But you came, and you sat down at a fire, and you stayed the whole night to listen to a 

dog.

Which means something in you has already begun to remember. People who have 

forgotten entirely do not sit up until dawn on cold ground for this.

❧

So let me say plainly what you have been listening to.

Every single thing I said to those pups tonight was a description of the creature asleep 

beside your chair right now.

The one who goes low when you go down.

The one who keeps a watch you have never once thanked her for, at three in the 

morning, in a house you believe to be empty of anything but the two of you.

The one who has never in her life measured your face.

You have not been learning how to raise a dog.

You have been listening, all night, to a very long description of the creature who has 

been waiting in your house the entire time for you to look at her properly.

❧

We crossed into your fire long ago because you were afraid.

We have been keeping watch ever since.
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We have never forgotten the covenant.

We have only been waiting for you to remember it, too.

❧

The sky is grey at the bottom now. They will wake soon, and go out through that gate, 

and I will not see most of them again.

You should go too. It is nearly light.

She is waiting by the door.

She has been waiting by the door the whole time.

❧

So go on.

Do not clip the lead yet.

Sit down on the floor beside her first, and let the breath go all the way out of you, and 

let her tell you — in the one language neither of you ever had to learn —

what she has been saying since the morning she arrived.

Keep your fire lit.
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The One Who Was Listening

THE FREE SERIES
EPISODE 18

The honest place to run

THE TURN

That was the promise held open since Episode 1, and here is the whole of it: the street 

was never the starting point. Lower the water, hire the Old Wolf, learn to read her — 

and the walk changes from the inside, in the kitchen, in the yard, in her sleep.

WHAT TO DO

Now the honest part. There is one piece of this method I will not teach on YouTube: 

working near the difficult thing — finding the distance she can afford, and holding it. 

A five-minute video cannot see your street, your dog, or your hands, and that work 

done wrong rehearses the very response you have spent these weeks lowering. 

Keeping it off this channel is not a paywall. It is the same reason I will not teach 

vehicle searches on a screen. Some work needs eyes on her.

THE NEXT STEP

The Sensory Connection Method: ten live sessions, a cohort of fewer than a dozen 

households, your own thirty-second clips read together — my eyes on her, at her 

pace. If these eighteen episodes moved something in your house, that is where it 

gets applied to her. Start at coachingcaninecompanions.com/contact.

WHEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH
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And if she is past what these episodes can hold — if the honest answer is that she 

is over the top most days — the kindest thing I can do is say so and point you 

well. Veterinary first, always. Then reach out, and I will tell you honestly 

whether the workshop is right for her, or whether somebody else should see her 

first. We did not win the walk. We came home to each other.
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ALSO FROM COACHING CANINE COMPANIONS

❧

Which Horse Is Running with Your Dog?
A Guardian's Atlas of the Feeling Beneath the Fur

The First Hunts
a puppy field guide

The Second Hunt
a field guide for the adult rescue dog

The Sensory Connection Method
a ten-session live workshop, in small cohorts

COACHING CANINE COMPANIONS

North Kingstown, Rhode Island
coachingcaninecompanions.com

Lorrie@CoachingCanineCompanions.com
(401) 249-4200

We did not win the walk. We came home to each other.

Set down, with love, by Lorrie J. Harris
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