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			Introduction

			Pransky, my soon-to-be ten-year-old dog, is lying on the living room couch, her body filling it end to end, for though she is not a big dog, she is double-jointed, which means that her hips lay out flat. If I weren’t typing this I’d be stretched out next to her because I’m tired, too, as I often am on Tuesday afternoons. Every other day of the week, Pransky is a carefree country dog who operates by instinct, roaming the meadow around our house. But Tuesday mornings we spend time at the county nursing home, going door-to-door dispensing canine companionship and good cheer. Working at the nursing home requires us to pay attention—Pransky to me, to her surroundings, and to the people she is meeting, and me to her, to our surroundings, and to the people we are meeting. After three years you’d think we would have gotten tougher or more robust, but that’s never happened and probably never will.

			When I first considered training Pransky to be a therapy dog she was in her late adolescence. Dog years being what they are, she is now about the same age as most of the people in the nursing home. Even so, the words “work” and “walk” still get her to her feet in a unit of time that is less than a second. Is she better at her job, more empathetic, now that she, too, is of a certain age? I doubt it. I doubt it because I don’t think she could be more empathetic.

			As foreign as the nursing home environment was to both of us when we first started visiting County, it was a little less so to me, since my first job was at a medical school in a teaching hospital where I sometimes went on rounds. I was in my late twenties, with a newly minted doctorate, hired to teach ethics to second-year students. This should tell you all you need to know about how seriously that place took the ethical part of medical education: at that age I had about as much experience with the complicated ethical dilemmas of sick people and their families as the second-years in my class had treating sick people and dealing with those ethical dilemmas, which is to say, basically, none. Still, reality was not our mandate. We were supposed to consider what might happen “if,” and then think through the best “then.”

			The one thing you need to know about modern philosophy is that the operative word in the previous sentence is “best.” The first thing we had to do in that class was figure out what it meant. Was it what the person in the bed said she wanted, what the doctor wanted, what the hospital’s risk manager wanted, what the church (whatever church it was) wanted, what the husband wanted, what the other doctor wanted, what the wife wanted, what the parents wanted, what the partner wanted, what the children wanted? Sorting out what was best was, to say the least, challenging. For guidance, we read works by Kant and Aristotle and Bentham that were harder to get through than the textbooks on human anatomy and organic chemistry, and, for my students, who were itching to get into the clinic, largely beside the point. While I didn’t think for a minute that an abstract principle, like Kant’s categorical imperative, say, was actually going to lead to the right decision on whether or not to give a new heart to a homeless man, it seemed like a reasonable idea, in a place where right answers were often not as black-and-white as they might appear, to inject some of these notions into the future doctors’ heads. If ideas like these could become part of their mental landscape, then in the future, confronted with that homeless man, they might see the terrain with greater definition.

			Historically, when people looked for guidance on how to conduct their lives, they turned to philosophy or religion or both. That’s less true now, as formal religious affiliations drop away and academic philosophy becomes more and more arcane. It’s not that people are less inclined to examine their lives or to seek wisdom, it’s just that they are more likely to look for it in other places: in support groups, on radio call-in shows, from life coaches, on the Internet, in books, or, in my case, inadvertently, with my dog, in a nursing home.

			When Pransky and I started working at County, I expected to learn things—how could I not?—though what those things would be I had no clue. I assumed I’d learn something about old people, and about the therapeutic value of animals in a medical setting, and about myself in that setting, which was alien and not a little scary. What I found myself learning quickly sorted itself into a template that anyone with a Catholic education, especially—which would not include me—would recognize as the seven virtues: love, hope, faith, prudence, justice, fortitude, restraint.

			It should be said that the Catholics didn’t have a corner on virtue, in general, or on these seven in particular; they just happened to enumerate and, in a sense, popularize them, so when we think of virtue, we tend to think in sevens. But well before Catholic theologians codified their list, Greek philosophers, most notably Plato and Aristotle, offered advice as to the traits and behaviors that should be cultivated in order to live a good, productive, meaningful life, a life with and for others. It was to Plato’s original four—courage, wisdom, justice, and restraint—that, centuries later, Saint Augustine added love, hope, and faith—what are commonly called “the theological virtues.” These, he believed, both came from God and delivered one to God and, ultimately, to a place in heaven. In our own time, for most people, love and hope and even faith, if you think of it as loyalty and consistency, are unmoored from visions of an afterlife. Still, the virtues remain as guides not only to good conduct but to our better—and possibly happier, more harmonious, most humane—selves.

			Happiness, as it happened, was the dominant emotion for both Pransky and me when we were at the nursing home, strange as that sounds, and strange as it was. I didn’t go there to be happy any more than I did to learn about hope or fortitude, or to think about courage and faith, but that’s what happened. You could say I was lucky, and, in fact, by landing at County, I was lucky. County happens to be blessed with tremendous leadership, a devoted staff, and a larger community that embraces rather than isolates it. I wouldn’t presume that it is comparable to any other nursing home. But I do believe that in settings like nursing homes, as well as hospitals and hospices and any other place where life is in the balance, we get to essentials, which is what the virtues are.

			More than luck was at work, too. My dog was at work, and she brought to it a lightness and easiness that seemed to expand outward and encompass almost everyone she encountered. We often talk about “getting out of our comfort zone,” but rarely about entering someone else’s. Pransky made that possible. With her by my side, and sometimes in the lead, I was able to be a better, more responsive, less reticent version of myself. One day a man I didn’t know was sitting idly by himself in the nursing home hall. He was wearing a badly tied hospital johnny that exposed part of his back, and nothing else. It was rare for people at County not to be dressed in street clothes, but it wasn’t his attire that caught my attention. The man was jaundiced and almost as yellow as the liquid running through the tube that started under his hospital gown and ended in a bag on the side of his wheelchair. That, and he had no legs. This was not Joe, another double amputee who became one of our regulars and will appear in these pages, but someone I’d never seen before and never saw again. If I had been alone, I might have nodded in his direction and kept going, because that man represented most of the things that scared me about nursing homes: debilitating illness, a lack of privacy, bodily fluids. But I was not alone, and my partner veered in his direction, which meant that I had no choice but to go over and talk to him. What a nice guy! We talked dogs (he had two Yorkies at home), sports (he was a Steelers fan), and dogs some more. I was in his comfort zone, and Pransky’s, and then, ultimately, mine. It was, in the scheme of things, a small thing, but small things add up.

			•   •   •

			My mommy would like your doggie,” a youngish woman with developmental disabilities said to me the first time we met her at County.

			“My doggie would like your mommy,” I said. “Where does she live?”

			“In heaven,” she said.

			“Oh,” I said. “Pransky has a lot of friends in heaven.” And after what was by then a year at County, it was true.

			A certain amount of death is inevitable in a nursing home. This is where the virtues can be helpful. They point us at what’s important and valuable in life. They can offer perspective and frames of reference, and if a dog is in the frame, all the better.

			•   •   •

			As I was working on this book, and friends asked me what it was about, I would say “right living and dogs” or “moral philosophy and dogs” or “old people and dogs.” Eventually I realized that every one of those descriptions was wrong. I was saying “dogs,” plural, when it was actually about one singular, faithful, charitable, loving, and sometimes prudent dog. That dog has risen from her slumber and is standing behind me now, showing great hope, restraint, and fortitude as she waits for me to stop typing and go for a walk.

		

	
		
			1.

			Restraint

			As long as we’re talking about virtues and dogs, let me say at the outset that we cheated. Pransky, the seven-year-old canine in question, had grown up at the end of a dirt road in Vermont where leashes were as rare as winters were long. There was one hanging on a peg somewhere in the mudroom under a scrum of fleece, Gore-Tex, and down, where it stayed for months on end. Most mornings I’d open the back porch door and Pranny would go outside and wander through our meadow, taking stock of the comings and goings of whatever voles and rabbits and turkeys and deer and coyotes and moose might have trespassed the perimeter in the night. Then, satisfied, she’d bound up the stairs, give a friendly bark, come inside, get a biscuit, and go back to bed.

			Afternoons she’d ask for company, coming to the threshold of my office and staring at my back until I turned around and said something conciliatory, like, “Okay, you win.” If the words weren’t comprehensible, the tone was, and she’d start wagging and wagging, her entire rear end oscillating, so pleased was she that her telepathic magic had worked yet again. Soon, as she obviously knew, we’d be going down the road, she in the lead, charging with inexplicable purpose into the bordering woods, emerging yards ahead, where she’d wait until I had almost caught up. Then she’d take off again, her dog tags chinking, a low-rent GPS that let me know, always, where she was.

			I’d wanted to buy one of those pretty designer leashes embroidered with paw prints, polka dots, and flowers in bright reds and happy plaids that I saw at the store, but what was the point? Pretty leashes were for dogs from somewhere else; they were for city dogs and suburban dogs and dogs that lived near traffic. And, anyhow, I wanted to believe that self-control could be stronger than any piece of nylon or leather clipped to a collar, so that if I trained this dog well, she would not need to be tethered.

			When the thirteenth-century theologian Saint Thomas Aquinas named restraint as one of the cardinal virtues, what he was really talking about were certain signature human excesses, like gluttony and lust. Aquinas was riffing on Aristotle’s list of virtues, themselves inherited from Plato, in which restraint also figured. Still, if you wanted to read Aristotle’s list through the most literal lens, you might be able to convince yourself it applied to animals as well as people since, as the nineteenth-century scholar Thomas Marshall points out, Aristotle “defines self-restraint as good conduct with regard to those desires which are necessary to the animal kingdom.”

			But why bother? Why not just read dog-obedience books instead? Books with titles like Control Unleashed: Creating a Focused and Confident Dog. Books written by monks or by dog whisperers or by trainers who swore by food rewards or trainers who forswore food for little metal clickers. If they had nothing else in common, these experts, they were all writing about temperance, too. It’s a Saturday afternoon and my husband, Bill, and I are sorting through the random pile of dog-training books off-loaded by friends who have been through this. He reads aloud from one that focuses on dogs as pack animals. “This one says that she won’t be happy until she knows that we humans are alpha to her beta.” He speaks with the authority of a convert who has found religion: “What we have to do is push her to the ground and lie on her with all of our weight when she does something wrong so she knows who is boss,” he says. The progressive parent in me recoils. Our eight-year-old daughter goes to a Quaker camp and a school where everyone is a winner. I’ve got two shelves of parenting books with some combination of the words “reason,” “happy,” “resilient,” “talk,” and “positive” in the title. Is it any wonder that I want Pransky to listen because she trusts and respects me, not because I can throw her to the ground?

			Then, by chance, a copy of Temple Grandin’s book Animals in Translation arrived in the mail. Grandin was famous for being both a high-functioning autistic and a gifted zoologist, and her premise was that her autism put her in a unique position to serve as an intermediary between animals and humans because “autism is a kind of way station on the road from animals to humans.” It was not a dog book per se—in fact, Grandin spent more words on hogs and cows than on hounds and shepherds—but no matter. So much of what she was saying seemed to be universal, and when it was not, it just made sense. (“Leash laws may be short-circuiting some core principle of animal behavior in the wild” was one bit of wisdom I particularly liked, since it validated our habit of letting our dog run free on our property.)

			Almost as an aside, Grandin wrote about the necessity of holding a dog when it was a puppy and touching it all over so it would get used to intimacy with humans, and also of taking care to look the puppy in the eye and hold its gaze—a kind of words without words, though she also pointed out that a dog’s capacity for language was much larger than we’d imagined. Grandin was totally in the alpha-person/beta-dog camp, but totally against the throw-the-dog-on-her-back-and-lie-on-top-of-her school of making that happen. “The best ways to establish dominance are obedience training and making the dog sit quietly before he is fed,” she counseled. Inadvertently I had stumbled on the most useful book on dog training ever.

			Pranny was then ten weeks old. She weighed, at most, fifteen pounds. The offspring of a yellow Lab named Sunshine and an apricot poodle called Sir Andre, she looked like neither. She was a wavy blonde with velvet ears the color of a perfectly toasted marshmallow that were so long they dragged on the floor like a pair of pants that needed to be hemmed. Her eyes were brown and eager, and set below a pair of bushy eyebrows that made her look wise and professorial, even when she was curled in Bill’s sneaker, where she liked to sleep, her purple belly (an excellent sign, according to Grandin, something to do with melanin and the mid-brain and good behavior) spilling over the side. She had a beard and dainty paws. Her tail was long and bony and waiting to feather out.

			Every dog, especially every puppy, is a tabula rasa, a blank slate, on which humans seek to write. What else is obedience training but the attempt to bend a dog’s will to our own? We tell them to “sit” and “stay” at our command. We demand that they “shake” by putting out a paw every time we ask—so it’s not really asking, it’s telling. This goes beyond teaching them behaviors that could, arguably, be called simple good manners. We also want them to have particular personalities: cuddly, say, or independent, or submissive, as if personality could be taught. We look for breed traits (even in mutts like Pranny) that suit us—docile, water-loving, athletic, child-friendly—the way we look for mates on Internet dating sites. We want the dog to be “ours” and believe, after fifteen thousand years of domestication, that it is within our power to make that happen.

			•   •   •

			Pransky was a dog who came, it seemed, out of nowhere. We had had a dog, and that dog died, and this dog was offered to us just weeks later. She was two months old, and in northern Virginia, and by chance Bill would be in Baltimore in a few days’ time, and we had to decide, right then, did we want her? I was ambivalent. It was too soon. But then there were the words of my daughter, which seemed so true when she said them after Barley, our beloved twelve-year-old golden retriever, died: “This family doesn’t feel right without a dog.” So Bill drove over from Maryland and picked up this new puppy and brought her back in a soft-sided carrier that looked like a handbag. It was after midnight when he got home and we sat on the edge of Sophie’s bed and pulled her from sleep with the words “Our new dog is here.” In the morning, she thought she had dreamed it. It was October. We named the puppy Pransky, my grandmother’s maiden name, because of the spritely way she walked and because in a few weeks’ time the snow would fall and the woods would whiten, and we hoped to have our new dog by our side as we ventured out on skis.

			Did we teach Pransky to love snow, or was she born with a mind for winter? At six months, when she weighed at most thirty pounds and stood on all fours with a foot of undercarriage clearance, our puppy went out for her first ski—six miles through soft snow that continued to fall for the few hours she trotted along. The dog whisperers would have been appalled, claiming that a young dog’s body is too underdeveloped to withstand a trip like that, and it’s true, when she came inside she took a long drink of water and lay on the sheepskin by the fire and fell into a deep sleep. But a few hours later, when she heard us pulling on our boots again, she jumped up and stood by the door, wagging expectantly. She was ready to go. She was always ready to go. Soon enough she learned the word “ski,” and later “s-k-i,” just as, in the spring, she assimilated “hike” and “walk” and “stroll” and “run” and “bike” and any noun that followed her favorite verb: “go.”

			But before she got “go,” she had to master “come.” It was imperative for a dog who would be allowed to wander leashlessly. My guide, Temple Grandin, having written eloquently about the virtues of being off-leash, did not, nonetheless, offer any advice about training a dog to behave as if the leash were there, just invisible. But maybe that was the whole point of obedience training—its end goal was a dog that came when you called because it felt the tug of your connection.

			Grandin did, though, write about the sensory ways in which a dog apprehends the world, its multidimensional sense of smell, which gave me the idea of “talking” to Pranny through her nose. At the grocery store I bought pungent cheese and fragrant beef jerky. At home I opened the door, let Pransky out, waited for her to get part of the way across the meadow, then waved the jerky through the air as if it were the magic wand I wanted it to be. In a minute or so, because she either caught the scent of the meat or noticed me flapping my hand back and forth, she looked up. “Pranny, come!” I called. She seemed to be considering the proposition. All of a sudden, a switch flipped and she came charging toward me. “Good come!” I praised her, handing over a small piece of the jerky strip. We kept doing this, over and over, and before week’s end her vocabulary had absorbed “come,” and we moved on from smelly-food rewards to dog biscuits when she arrived, panting, at the porch door. Pretty soon she knew the word “biscuit,” too.

			So many words. I had never known a dog who could so easily learn and remember human spoken language. We worked on nouns first, then verbs, then nouns and verbs together. “Ball,” “toy,” “bone,” “bed,” then “get the ball,” “drop the toy,” “find the bone,” “go to bed.” After a while, when she started to take advantage of a word’s essential elasticity, which is to say when I’d say “go to bed” and she’d jump up on my bed, we moved on to pronouns, specifically the second-person singular possessive pronoun. “Go to your bed,” I’d say, and she’d jump down from mine and settle into hers with a quiet but audible sigh—a dog equivalent, I decided, of rolling her eyes.

			We were developing our own pidgin sign language, too. Arm extended with palm out, the universal stop sign, meant stay. Hands moving upward together was “stand up!” Arms crossed was “lie down.” Finger on lips meant “lie down,” “be quiet,” “be patient,” “no more 360-degree turns,” “we really are going out the door as soon as I tie my sneakers.” At some point she seemed to understand that a finger to the lips was a finger that could not tie a shoe—if only for a minute or two.

			•   •   •

			In 1988, about fourteen years before Sunshine got together with Sir Andre in Virginia, a breeder at Guide Dogs Victoria in Australia named Wally Conron came up with the idea of crossing a Labrador retriever and a poodle to create a service dog with the friendly temperament of a Lab and the intelligence and non-shedding hair of a poodle. This last attribute was key: these could be guide dogs for people with allergies. The cross was so popular that people around the world started to have Labradoodle puppies shipped to them from Australia. Then breeders in other countries started to “make” this kind of dog. Pretty soon, with poodles as the go-to sire dog, there were goldendoodles, cockapoos, Airedoodles, bich-poos, bassetoodles, shih-poos. The draw seemed to be smart, adorable, non-shedding.

			We got Pransky, though, because she was a failure: she shed. The family that was supposed to take her home couldn’t, because of this. So we were prepared for dog hair on the furniture and on our clothes, and we were prepared for a cute little animal—we had seen the pictures. We assumed she’d be smart, too. Even so, her intelligence and eagerness to learn caught us by surprise. She seemed always to be waiting for a new assignment.

			If a human brain is plastic—able to change through learning—so must a dog’s be. The common refrain that “you can’t teach an old dog new tricks” began to seem like an excuse for human laziness. Why couldn’t dogs learn throughout their lives, like we could? How could there be a switch for learning that one day turned off and stayed off? Maybe it was just a matter of not stopping at “sit,” “stay,” “come.”

			I tried. She tried. I bought toys. She learned to distinguish between the stuffed bear and the stuffed bone. But after a few years of this, long past “find your sock and bring it inside,” Pranny was bored. She’d pretend sleep, eyes closed, ears open, listening for any sound of an activity that might include her. I’d stand up from my desk and she’d jump up from wherever she was in the house and report, at the ready, by my side. Too bad we were only going downstairs to fold the laundry. It was pretty clear to me that she needed a job.

			But what? We didn’t have sheep, so she couldn’t be a herding dog. We didn’t hunt, even though she did at times, trotting home with a still-warm bunny or squirrel. Could she, though, go back to her roots and become a service dog? The original Labradoodle was a seeing eye dog; Pransky, at six, was too old for that, and anyhow, I wasn’t willing to give her over to someone else. There are all sorts of service dogs: search-and-rescue dogs, cancer-sniffing dogs, paratrooper dogs, mobility dogs, seizure-alert dogs, hearing dogs, but most of these are full-time occupations not suitable for a family pet. Even so, I read all the descriptions like an unemployed person studying the classifieds. “Pranny,” I’d ask my reclining canine, stretched out on the couch, “would you like to be a bomb-sniffer dog?” She thumped her tail. “Pranny, do you want to be a Navy Seal dog and jump out of airplanes?” More thumps. “Are you sure? You’d have to eat MREs.” Extra thumps—“eat” was one of her words. “Should we get some sheep?”

			The therapy dog description was different. It was like reading a classified that had our names on it, one that said “Wanted: irresistibly cute blond dog with a black olive nose and distinctive eyebrows who is friendly to all, kind, enthusiastic, well behaved, smart, and willing to spend time with people who could use some love and affection. Jumpers and barkers need not apply. Must have a loyal human partner who need not be anywhere near as attractive.” It was perfect! We were there!

			Then I read the requirements to become a certified therapy dog team. We would have to pass a test composed of fifteen different tasks. Fail any one of them and that was that. It seemed overwhelming and hard. I printed out the testing brochure and put it aside. And then, as these things go, it got lost in the shuffle.

			A full year later, it resurfaced. By then Pranny was nearly seven, Bill was traveling the world for work, and our teenage daughter, Sophie, was about to go away to school. With mom’s taxi service going out of business I’d have a lot more free time, so I read through the testing requirements more keenly, wondering: Were we ready, Pransky and I, to become a therapy dog team? Did we have what it took? Well, no and no. But could we? Maybe. Possibly. Pranny, at least, was built for this.

			The first requirement was that Pransky would have to prove she was “accepting of a friendly stranger,” which of course she was, greeting with exuberant waggling everyone who knocked on our door, and soon returning with a gift of one of her prized socks or stuffed animals or marrow bones in her mouth. The problem was, this was not what Therapy Dogs International (TDI) had in mind. “The evaluator and handler shake hands and exchange pleasantries,” the requirements brochure said. “The dog must show no sign of resentment or shyness, and must not break position or try to go to the evaluator.” This was going to be challenging. Indifference was not in Pransky’s DNA.

			I was pretty sure she would have no trouble with the second requirement, though—“sitting politely for petting”—especially since there was a dispensation for dogs that stood when the evaluator petted them, or number three, “appearance and grooming,” or number seven, “coming when called.” After these, my confidence waned. Pransky would also have to demonstrate that she was able to (number five) walk through a crowd without expressing any interest in passersby; (number six) sit down and stay while the handler walked twenty feet ahead; (number eight) show “no more than a casual interest in other dogs”; (number nine) be impervious to distractions, like joggers passing by; (number ten) not get spooked by wheelchairs and walkers; (number eleven) walk by a plate of food on the floor and pretend not to be interested; (number twelve) be comfortable around people who were wheezing or limping or moaning; (number thirteen) stay cool and collected and polite when handed off to the evaluator as the handler walked away and out of sight for a full three minutes; (number fourteen) present herself for petting to a person in a wheelchair or hospital bed; and (number fifteen) be calm and low-key around children—even running, squealing children.

			You might have noticed that I skipped requirement number four. Where all the other requirements struck me as potentially learnable and doable, number four—“out for a walk (walking on a loose leash)”—only struck fear, the fear of failure. It read: “This test demonstrates that the handler is in control of the dog. The dog can be on either side of the handler, whichever the handler prefers. There must be a left turn, a right turn, and an about turn, with at least one stop in between and another at the end. The dog need not be perfectly aligned with the handler and need not sit when the handler stops.” In other words, a dog that was so not perfectly aligned with the handler so as to appear to be taking the handler for a walk, that dog—that pulling, straining, yanking dog—would not cut it. And that dog was mine.

			Have you ever seen a dog tugging on its leash with such determination it appeared to be strangling itself? That was Pransky. The few times she had to be leashed, she pulled so hard that she coughed hoarsely for days afterward. Clip a leash to her collar and she became a different dog, one who, inexplicably, could not figure out that she’d feel a lot better if she just relaxed. Talking to her had no effect. Treats had no effect. (Well, that’s not exactly true—they’d cause her to trot back to my side, chew, and charge ahead again.) Our vet suggested we invest in a Gentle Leader, a pricey piece of nylon that slid over the snout and buckled behind the ears, halter-style, and came with a large tin button for the owner to wear that said “It’s not a muzzle,” which is precisely what the Gentle Leader looked like. The vet said it had cured his own dog, an inveterate puller. I handed over nearly $50, which seemed like a lot of money for a foot of nylon webbing and a couple of metal fasteners, but it also seemed like a complete bargain, since it was going to fix this problem pronto.

			“When she pulls with this thing on, it puts pressure on the bridge of her nose and the back of her neck and mimics the feeling of a mother dog scolding her puppy,” the vet said. “She’ll stop almost immediately.”

			I had seen large dogs—golden retrievers and German shepherds—strolling amiably down the streets in town with these things strapped over their noses. I was excited to bring one home and try it.

			But home was half an hour’s car ride away. As soon as we left the vet’s office, I slipped the halter on Pranny, buckled it in the back, and attached her leash. We were going for a walk. A civilized walk. Our first, ever. I took a step forward and, miracle of miracles, Pransky stepped forward and did not pull. So far, so good. I took another step. Pranny moved forward, too, then lay down and tried to wrestle the halter off with her paws. I scolded her and she stood up. A family walked by and a girl who looked about seven asked if she could pet my dog. I was about to say “Of course,” when the mother, looking alarmed, asked why the dog was wearing a muzzle. “It’s not a muzzle,” I said, adding: “It’s to prevent pulling,” but they had moved on. I took another step forward. Pranny did, too, only this time she dragged her snout on the ground, trying to get the halter off that way. It was a trick worthy of Houdini, and it took all of two minutes before the Gentle Leader was hanging from her neck and she was free. I put it back on, tighter this time. She dropped her snout to the ground again and nose-surfed. It looked painful.

			•   •   •

			The whole halter concept was a crutch, anyway. That, at least, was what the therapy dog testing brochure implied. “Dogs must be tested on a plain buckle collar or harness,” it said. “Training collars, training harnesses, halties, or any other corrective training devices are not permitted during testing or visiting as a TDI-registered therapy dog.” Dogs that could not walk politely on a regular leash-and-collar setup, the nameless writer suggested, did not have what it took to work in the public sphere. And a dog that couldn’t walk politely even with a training device? This was so beneath consideration it didn’t warrant mention.

			Desperate, I consulted Google. I was looking for advice, for behavioral tips, for anything that was going to help my dog learn to walk with a restraint as if it weren’t there. One person said that all I had to do was walk in one direction till the dog pulled, then do an immediate about-face and walk in that direction till the dog pulled, then do an about-face and walk in that direction till the dog pulled, then do an about-face and walk in that direction till the dog pulled . . . and on and on. For us it meant, essentially, walking in a dizzying circle. Another claimed that the surefire way to break the pulling habit was to stop walking as soon as the leash went taut—stop, and stand there, and wait. Then, once the leash went slack, we could start walking again. This writer claimed that as soon as a dog understood that a loose leash meant “go” and a tight leash meant “stop,” the dog would stop pulling. But, the writer cautioned, this could mean standing still for ten minutes at a time
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