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Through Gilly's Eyes is a moving coming-of-age story about a young man and the guide dog
who loved him.What would you do if you were sitting in school one morning and suddenly found
you couldn't see? When it happens to Matt VanFossan during his third year of college, it's the
start of a life he hasn't planned on and definitely doesn't want. When he's paired with a new
guide dog a few months later, he's still in a state of denial.But Matt's new companion, named
Gilly, isn't one for self-pity - or modesty, as he describes himself as "one of the handsomest dogs
at guide dog school." A keen observer of the human condition, especially his human's condition,
Gilly provides a running commentary on Matt's progress. And as Gilly and Matt learn to work
together, the two gradually forge a relationship that transcends the ordinary bonds between dog
and man.From dog training school then back to college, from home and on to Brazil, Gilly relates
their story with humor and insight. Through Matt's challenging adventures, new friendships, and
ultimately, lasting love, Gilly provides him with guidance and companionship for six years - a
lifetime that will last forever.Not a dog lover? You will be once you've finished this tale and looked
at the world through Gilly's eyes.FROM THE BOOK:Matt and I made our first solo foray onto
campus. I had no idea where we were going, and Matt, it turned out, had only a vague one. The
two of us made an extremely awkward team.As we started off down the block, he began
counting his steps in a low voice.Smart boy, I thought. I wouldn't be able to find our house on the
very first return trip. He'd be able to cue me on the way back.Unfortunately, walking and counting
at the same time didn't seem to be one of his strengths. I distinctly heard him say the number
'sixty' twice. Then, I heard him curse. Finally, we reached the intersection."Two hundred and
fourteen," he announced.Give or take a few dozen, I thought.                    

“A gripping explication, shot through with equal parts horror and hope, of how parenthood can
turn ordinary people into passionate advocates.” ―Neal Pollack, author of Alternadad“Robert
Rummel-Hudson is brave enough to reveal the damage the discovery of his child's condition did
to his marriage and to his own sense of self. He manages to repair some of the damage through
close involvement with Schuyler and vigorous campaigning on her behalf. His memoir is honest,
often painful and deeply personal.” ―Charlotte Moore, author of George & Sam“The book is
engaging and honest - I'm sure it will help many parents who are struggling to find the most
loving way to help their children who have 'issues'.” ―Dana Buchman, designer, author of A
Special Education: One Family's Journey Through the Maze of Learning Disabilities“Rummel-
Hudson's memoir offers a moving account of his and wife Julie's unrelenting efforts to give their
buoyant little girl a way to communicate.” ―People magazine“Relating the battle for his
exceptional daughter with nimble wit, ardor and considerable descriptive ability, Rummel-
Hudson has evolved from blogger to author.” ―Kirkus“…A study not only in Schuyler's vivacious



and resilient personality, but also in the redeeming power of understanding…” ―Publishers
Weekly“This memoir, full of fear and rage and disappointment and acceptance and advocacy
and ferocious love, offers plenty of touchstones for parents who have dealt with diagnoses that
are infuriatingly wrong or frighteningly right….” ―Terri Mauro, author of The Everything Parent's
Guide to Sensory Integration Disorder“Rummel-Hudson chronicles, with disarming frankness,
the experience of parenting a child no one knows how to help.” ―Brain, Child“…This story will
both compel and inspire readers on their own self-journey.” ―Texas Family magazine“We all play
the hand that we are dealt in life. Knowing that there are many people like Robert, Julie and
Schuyler who play their difficult hand with grit, tenacity and love makes this world a much better
place in which to live.” ―The Citizen, Auburn, New YorkAbout the AuthorRobert Rummel-Hudson
has been writing online since 1995. During that time, his work has been recognized by the
Diarist Awards at diarist.net, including citations for Best Writing (1999), Best Overall Journal
(2000), Best Account of a Public or News Event (2001, on the execution of Timothy McVeigh),
Best Dramatic Entry (2002), and the Legacy Hall of Fame Award (2004). He has served as a
featured panelist at JournalCon, an annual conference for online writers, in 2001, 2003 and
2004. His online writing has been featured in articles in the Austin Chronicle, the Irish Times and
the New Haven Register. Robert and his family live in Plano, Texas.
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Guide Dogby Matthew VanFossanThis book is a work of fiction. While the characters and
incidents are drawn from the author’s life, they are all recreations from his memory, and, as such,
cannot be identified as fact.Copyright 2013 Matthew VanFossanAll rights reserved. This book or
any portion thereof may not be reproduced without the express written permission of the
publisher except for the useof brief quotations in a book review.Volant Press Ltd.Cover design by
Clark KenyonKindle EditionKindle License NotesThis ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away. If you would like to share this book, please
purchase additional copies. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Ebook Library.com and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.To my mom,Margaret VanFossan,for
helping me share my story.IntroductionThis is a creative retelling of some of the events that Gilly
and I experienced together during his career as a guide dog. I’ve taken on what I imagine to be
Gilly’s voice and point of view to tell this story for several reasons. First, I discovered that his
perspective gave me new space and clarity with which to consider my thoughts, feelings, and
actions described here. Second, I found that Gilly’s voice added humor and momentum to the
unfolding of the story. Third, and most importantly, I took on Gilly’s voice in homage to the
guidance, companionship, and love that his presence brought to my life.CHAPTER 1For the



Love of KibbleI remember when I first began training to become a guide dog. So many years
have passed since then, but from my point of view, it feels like no time at all.I was considered
one of the handsomest dogs at the school. I’m really not trying to brag; I was a good-looking
Labrador, that’s all. In fact, I almost got diverted into the breeder program. The trainer thought I
was such an exquisite specimen of my species that she considered making me a stud. Imagine!
A life of uncomplicated sex—all for the good of future generations. But, it wasn’t meant to be. I
had another calling. I had a human to guide. And what a rewarding job it proved to be. Were
there times I wondered if I should have gone into the breeder program instead? Most definitely. If
I had a piece of kibble for every time I thought that, I’d have a thirty-pound bag, at least.Take, for
example, the first time I ever met my human. The trainer introduced me to him in what was to
become our shared room. He was a wiry, dark-haired, pale-skinned specimen of his species. I
wasn’t at all impressed. Apparently, he wasn’t either.“Gilcrest? What kind of a name is Gilcrest?”
he wondered aloud.What kind of a name is Matt? I thought. Instead of dwelling on the question, I
went about sniffing everything within my leash’s range: an unmade bed with Matt’s smell, a desk
chair covered by Matt-scented clothes, an uncarpeted floor with a faint whiff of disinfectant. Then
I found what I had been looking for. Underneath a sink near the bathroom door sat a plastic dog
food container. It was shut tight, but I caught the unmistakable aroma of kibble inside. I strained
at the end of my leash, sniffing the plastic, searching frantically for a means of entry.“No!” Matt
pulled back on my leash.Dutifully, I retreated.“Gilcrest, sit.”I sat.“Good boy.” He patted my head.
He felt my long, velvety ears, then the saggy, flexible skin of my jowls.Having satisfied his sit
command, I got up and headed again in the direction of the kibble.“Gilcrest, no!” He jerked on
the leash, pulling me back again. He obviously didn’t want me helping myself to an early dinner.I
decided to try another tactic. I sat, looking up at him with my most imploring gaze.I’m the
saddest, most appealing dog in the world, and you can make me happy if you just give me
what’s in that container, I told him silently. It had worked before, and I figured it would work again.
My soulful eyes bore pleadingly into his dark glasses. He was unmoved. Frustrated, I lay down
on the floor with a humph.Obviously, I would have to get used to the ramifications of having a
blind human. All the other humans I’d known had been sighted, and despite all my preparation,
no one had thought to tell me that my human would be unmoved by eye contact.Matt sat down
on the floor next to me and began absentmindedly stroking my soft fur. His disappointment
emanated like sour grapes.Let me explain here that smell is a dog’s primary sense. We use our
noses to understand the physical world the way that most humans use their eyes. And it tells us
a lot. We can detect a spoonful of sugar in an Olympic-size swimming pool. We can learn to sniff
out bombs, drugs, and even cancerous tumors. By a person’s scent, we can know his heart rate,
adrenalin levels, and overall body chemistry. It shouldn’t be too surprising, then, that we can
smell emotion. Excitement, worry, contentment, anxiety, despair, and joy—they all appear as
different blips on our olfactory radar screens. But, our abilities don’t stop there. For centuries
dogs have been studying human behavior, perfecting ways of coaxing food and devotion from
so-called Homo sapiens. We’ve become very discerning and remarkably intuitive.Matt had been



waiting anxiously to meet me for some time now and had clearly been expecting to receive, in a
shower of tail wags and sloppy kisses, my unconditional love and affection. Now that we’d met,
he was dismayed to perceive that my interest lay not in him but in the forbidden contents of the
plastic container. Of course, this wasn’t exactly true. My interest now lay in him giving me the
contents of the plastic container. Unfortunately, at that moment, he was preoccupied with
listening to his roommate, Chuck, through the open partition between their rooms.“Her name is
Zelda,” Chuck said. “She’s a black lab . . . Yeah, just like Cyrus. I think they’ll get along great . . .
She seems really cool. When I sat down on the bed, she put her head on the spot next to me, so
I invited her up, and she loves it! . . . Well, they told us in class that the dogs were trained not to
climb on furniture, but it was up to us if we wanted to let them on the bed.”After a few more
exchanges, Chuck hung up. “Hey, Matt,” he called. “Did you talk to your family yet?”“No, not yet. I
think I’ll wait ‘til tonight.”“Well, what’d ya think of your new dog?”“He’s cool,” Matt said, but his
voice belied his words.Chuck came to stand in the opening between the two rooms. “Zelda is
too. I was just telling my parents how awesome she is.”“Zelda’s a great name,” Matt said.
“Reminds me of the video game. Man, I was addicted to old-school Nintendo as a kid. If I get my
vision back, that’ll be, like, the first thing I do. Forget sunsets and faces, I just wanna play some
freaking Zelda, you know?”Chuck laughed. “I didn’t know you used to have vision.”“Yeah. I mean,
I could never see well enough to drive, but I could get around without a cane and stuff like
that.”“So when did you become blind?”“Last year. It was really sudden.”I smelled his anxiety then
—just a whiff. He was trying hard to cover it up, but smells never lie. There was something
unfinished about Matt’s blindness.Chuck said that he’d been blind since birth. I could tell he was
quite comfortable with his situation, even downright happy.“Hello, Gilcrest,” he greeted me.
“Gilcrest is sort of an unusual name for a dog, isn’t it?”“Yeah. To be honest, I’m not crazy about
it.”“It’s not such a bad name.”“Come on, man. Seriously! Gilcrest? What’s up with that?”Chuck
burst out laughing. “Well, you could call him Cresty or Gilly. But, you’re right. It is sort of a dumb
name.”I tried not to take this personally, marveling that a detail like my name could matter so
much. I’d never given it a second thought myself. With the advantage of hindsight, I see more
clearly that part of Matt’s irritation had its roots in his need to express himself, to carve out his
own identity. He saw me as his dog, so he thought he should have control over what he called
me. For him, it was like being given a new coat and then being told he could only wear it on
Thursdays. I felt grateful to be a dog. Life was so much simpler for me.That evening, after his
shower, Matt emerged from the bathroom, his skinny, towel-wrapped form still dripping.“Hello,
Guildenstern!”Huh? I blinked in surprise.“It’s your new name!”Guildenstern is the best you could
dream up? I thought, but I didn’t try to convey my dubiousness. Matt was too caught up in his
own idea to listen.“Hey Chuck—I’ve just decided! I’m changing his name to Guildenstern!” Matt
walked over to Chuck’s room.“To what?”“Guil-den-stern!”Chuck laughed. “Where’d you get
that?”“It’s from Hamlet.”“Uh, okay.”“Yeah, you know, the Shakespeare play. I had to act out a
scene in class during my freshman year, and my character was named Guildenstern.”“That’s
cool. What does Guildenstern think of his new name?”“I think he loves it. Don’t you,



Guildenstern?”That was, I knew, one of those questions that humans ask dogs without really
wanting an answer. “Isn’t it about time for your bath?” and “How did you get up on the counter?”
were similar ones I’d heard from Erin, my human mom. I wagged my tail anyway, thumping it
rhythmically against the wall. If the name made him happy, it was fine by me. I didn’t care what
he called me as long as he kept on dishing out the kibble. That evening’s dinner had been as
good as any I had ever eaten. My new charge may have cared a lot about silly things like names,
but he served up dog food and water reliably enough.CHAPTER 2Enjoy the RideBefore meeting
Matt, I lived in the kennels at the guide dog school. I’d come to train there when I was a puppy,
one-human-year old, and stayed until I was two years old and met Matt. The kennel was an
exciting place to live. So many other dogs, so many great smells, so much fun! There was always
plenty of company and lots of chances to play with my new friends. I remember when I first
moved in; I was so excited to be running with a black lab named Sammy that I didn’t look where I
was going and scraped my belly on a ledge. Youch! I had to go to the medical center and get
stitches. Not a fun time.From that little snafu I learned to be calmer and more deliberate—no
more racing around all the time. Instead I would grab a bone during playtime and climb to the
highest point in the play area so that I could oversee the action. I realized how silly it was to run
myself ragged when I could be perfectly content chewing my bone, watching the others, and
taking it easy.Later, after we got to know each other, Matt teased me that I was lazy. But this
wasn’t really the case. I just didn’t see the point of a lot of unnecessary movement; I preferred
economizing my effort. Besides, a lazy dog wouldn’t want to do his job. I, however, enjoyed my
work as a guide. It gave me a purpose and entry to the outside world. Even during training I was
happy to have someone throw on my harness and take me out to learn a new command. Left,
right, straight, find the steps. I learned them all without a single complaint. This is more than I can
say for Matt.I remember our first outdoor route together. For several days after we met, Matt had
practiced walking with me inside our dormitory. Up and down the halls, I led him at a sedate
pace. But we had never been outside. On that day, we waited in a lounge that led to a practice
course set up on campus. The early August weather of southern Oregon was a little breezy, but it
was perfect for walking outside, enjoying the fresh air and sun. I lay on the floor beside Katie, a
fetching golden retriever with a shapely tail. Despite all the training I’d undergone, I couldn’t
resist giving her a quick sniff.“Are you nervous?” Cathy sat beside Matt on the sofa. She was a
retrain. Katie, I’d heard, was her third guide dog.“Nope. I just want to get out there and do
it.”“Yeah, I know what you mean. I’m ready to go, too.” Just then she was called to the door by
one of the instructors.“Good luck,” he said.“Thanks,” she replied, cheerfully, and she and Katie
were gone. A few minutes later, the two were back, the dog panting, the woman flushed with
pleasure.“How’d it go?” Matt asked.“It was great! Katie moves so fast. It’s amazing the difference
a young guide dog makes.”I see now he didn’t quite get what she meant. How could he? I was
his first guide dog.“Matt and Gilcrest,” Alice called. “You’re up.” Matt hadn’t gotten the instructors
on board to my recent name change yet, having decided to phase it in discreetly.We met Alice at
the door, and she continued. “This is a short course that’ll take you about five minutes. There are



some ramps, and Gilcrest will slow down as you pass over them. You’ll feel him make some
slight turns. This is him maneuvering you around the obstacles on the course.”“Sounds good.”
Matt smiled confidently.“Okay, whenever you’re ready.”“Gilly, forward,” he commanded, and we
were off. I walked at a brisk trot. I was at home on this obstacle course and intended to show my
human what I could do. I pulled him through sharp turns, going up and down slopes, dodging
obstacles in the path.Behind me, Matt stumbled along like a drunken sailor. It was a new kind of
locomotion that must’ve felt totally unnatural. The harness handle pulled him forward in rhythmic
jerks that reflected the rise and fall of my body as I trotted. I smelled his clammy skin and felt the
tension in his arm gripping my harness. He was terrified. He pulled back on the harness handle
to get me to slow down. Instead, I sped up. I couldn’t help it. I’d been taught to tug harder against
greater pressure from behind. The more he pulled against me, the faster I went. I sensed his
growing terror as we whizzed around the course.Stop pulling so hard on my harness if you
wanna slow down, I thought. But, he kept right on pulling, and I kept right on going, my speed
mounting. Finally, it was too much for him. In desperation, he let go. I immediately stopped
moving.“Don’t let go of the harness handle,” Alice called from the door. This was, in fact, rule
number one of guide dog school. Letting go of the harness handle was akin to letting go of the
rope while waterskiing. At least that’s what the instructors always said. I, myself, had never tried
waterskiing. Matt stood there, silently torn. Picking up the handle meant plunging back into the
obstacle course. Not picking up the handle meant admitting to the watching instructor just how
scared he was.Trust me. I won’t run you into anything. I’m a professional.But he didn’t trust me. I
saw that clearly. His only motivation for throwing himself back into the guide work now was to
save face. He could show his vulnerability and fail to complete the course or continue to get
yanked around by a dog and finish what he’d started. Against great resistance, he picked up the
harness handle once again.Attaboy!It struck me then that his pride might have its usefulness
after all. He was following me to save face, but at least he was following me. Hopefully, trust
would come in time.Bracing himself, he urged me forward. We were off again. I took him through
the rest of the course and came to a stop in front of Alice, panting happily in the flush of
accomplishment. I had completed the course flawlessly despite my jittery cargo.“Good job,
guys.”“Thanks.” Matt was apparently in mild shock. His pulse beat rapidly as he stood on wobbly
legs at the door to go back inside. He dropped my harness handle, and Alice led us back to the
sofa, one contented dog and one dazed human.“What did you think?” Cathy asked. “Amazing,
isn’t it?”“Uh, yeah. It’s really . . . different.” He didn’t say a word about feeling terrified.CHAPTER
3Facing the MusicLike so many new partners, Matt and I continued to have communication
issues, and even the simplest undertaking became a challenge. The first time Matt asked me to
turn right, he issued the command and twisted awkwardly. I just stood there, confused. I knew he
was asking me to do something, but his body language wasn’t reinforcing any of the maneuvers
I’d learned. He tried again, but the second effort was no better. Like a puppy chasing his tail, he
was all over the place.To ask me to turn right, Matt was supposed to step back with his left foot
and pivot his body. Without these essential movements to activate my prior training, I was



clueless. As I would discover, body language was not his strong suit.During those first few days,
Matt would come back from routes frustrated and exhausted. It was natural, I knew. Guide work
was totally new to him, and some initial faltering and floundering was understandable. What was
surprising was how little I heard him voice his frustrations to his roommate, other students, staff,
or even his family. He just plowed through the days and let his feelings intensify until he was
enveloped in a sour-smelling gloom.One night he sagged onto the bed as usual, then roused
himself and picked up his guitar. He began to pluck the strings, producing delicate harmonic
patterns. I listened from the side of the bed, my head on my paw. I was struck by the music’s
poignancy. What he expressed through the notes was more vivid and intimate than anything I’d
heard in his words. Ghostly doubts rode airily on the waves of sound. He felt ashamed and
incompetent. I could almost hear the lyrics in his head. Should I be here? Can I make it? Do I
really belong?“Wow!” Chuck said, entering the room. “That’s really good! How long’ve you been
playing?”Matt took a deep breath. “Since I was sixteen. I guess that makes six years.”“Seriously,
you can really make some music. I wish I could do that.”“You could. It’s hard at first, but then it
gets easier.” His fingers danced lightly over the fretboard. “So, how was your route today with
Zelda?”“It was great! She’s like such an expert. It’s so cool walking with her. How was
Guildenstern?”“Um . . . he was okay.”Chuck came over and patted my head. I licked my lips and
looked at him in appreciation. “Did you use his new name while you were working?”“No, I’ve
been calling him Gilly.”“Oh, that’s good. You can switch it up gradually.”They fell into
conversation. Matt talked about returning to his senior year of college that fall, Chuck about his
job transcribing braille.“I learned braille when I was in grade school,” Matt said. “Basically, my
mom forced me to. My vision was always iffy, and she figured if I lost it I’d have something to fall
back on. I hated doing it but I finally got the foundation down.”“That’s good.” Chuck smiled. “Hard
at first, but then it gets easier.”“I guess you’re right. The funny part is that I’ve hardly used it at all
since, uh, losing my sight. I mostly use talking computers and audio books.”“Well, technology’s a
great resource. I still like knowing braille, though.”After a few minutes Chuck went back to his
room, leaving a lighter mood behind. Without even meaning to he had lifted Matt’s spirits with his
infectiously positive attitude. I rolled over and sighed with relief. It felt much more pleasant here
now.Matt dug into his pocket and pulled out a small electronic device. He repeatedly pushed one
of its buttons, and the device played messages in his voice. There were to-do lists, song
fragments, and phone numbers. He stopped at one of the recordings, a phone number.
Someone named Amanda. I felt his pulse quicken as nervousness took hold. With a strange
mixture of dread and excitement, he reached for the phone.“Hi. Amanda? It’s Matt.” He listened
for several seconds.“Good. How are you? I guess it’s been awhile since we’ve talked. I was just
wondering how your summer’s going.”There was a pause on Matt’s end while I heard a female
voice come faintly from the receiver.“Oh, yeah?” Matt said. He laughed nervously. “Well, maybe
it’ll be more exciting once school starts up again. Hard to believe it’s less than a month away.” He
seemed to be straining in this conversation.Come on, just relax.“Yeah, I’m with him right now,
actually. We just ran a route today. It’s been kinda tough, though. I just wasn’t prepared for—well,



it’s a strange sensation. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Sort of a jerky, up and down
movement. It’s kind of hard to explain.”He was walking back and forth in the small area next to
his bed. “Yeah, maybe like riding a horse. I’ve only been on a horse once in my life, so I’m no
expert. But imagine walking behind the horse blindfolded. It was crazy!”There was a lengthy
reply on the other end.“Oh, that’s cool. Barry’s a nice guy.” His voice had gone flat.Matt made a
few more polite remarks. He explained that he would be living in a house off campus with some
friends and that she should stop by and visit. Was she sure she had his phone number?He hung
up the phone and lay back on his bed, staring listlessly into space. I could see the call hadn’t
gone the way he’d wanted. Whoever this Amanda girl was, it seemed to me he wanted
something from her that she wasn’t giving him. I knew what that felt like. Right then I wanted my
belly rubbed, but Matt was too wrapped up in his angst-filled girl chasing to notice. I rolled over
and fell into a nap.I’m chasing my old buddy, Helmholtz, around the yard. What fun! He’s my best
friend. We eat from the same bowl, sleep alongside one another, and play together in the
backyard. Right now he’s trying to get my bone out of my mouth, but I won’t let him have it. It’s
my bone and it’s good to chomp on. Then Erin opens the back door and calls us in for dinner. Ah,
Erin. Her voice always sounds so sweet when she’s talking about kibble. I race Helmholtz to be
the first inside. Erin greets us in the doorway, laughing. I like her laugh. It’s so infectious. I sneeze
happily, following Helmholtz into the kitchen, drooling in anticipation of what’s coming.I woke up
suddenly. The room was dark. Matt was already asleep, his breath rising and falling steadily from
the bed. I licked my paw, drowsily. It had been such a nice dream. That first year of my life with
Erin and Helmholtz seemed so vivid compared to this confusing guide work, this unhappy
human. It’s not that I regretted being at the school. I knew I was here for a purpose. But, still, I
wondered how Helmholtz was doing. Would I ever see Erin again?CHAPTER 4Escalating
TensionsThe next day eleven students, eleven dogs, and two instructors loaded into a bus
headed for the shopping mall where the students would practice new commands. Matt sat down
in an empty seat, and I flopped at his feet. My large Labrador bulk took up most of the foot room
in front of his seat and the empty seat next to him. I wasn’t worried. The bus was big, and there
was enough room for each student and dog team to sit alone.“Okay, everyone,” Joanne said as
the bus driver started the engine. “We’re going to practice having the dogs sit in front of you on
the bus today. We want to prepare you for crowded city buses where you won’t be able to let
your dog take up another passenger’s space.”So much for my beauty rest.Matt had begun
allowing me to sleep with him, and I made the most of my new bed privileges. I enjoyed
spreading out during the night and would often wake in the morning feeling Matt’s feet pushing
into my side. It wasn’t the most comfortable of sensations, and now seemed like a good time to
catch up on my sleep.“Gilly, sit,” Matt told me. Obediently, I sat up. “Good boy.”I sat facing him,
my head almost in his lap. I was glad to oblige, but this position was far from comfortable. A
minute or so later my head was resting on the seat between his legs. He patted me
affectionately. This was a little better but still not quite right. After a few more minutes, I slipped
my head off the seat and collapsed in a heap on the floor.Ah! This was the position I was looking



for. I knew that it would be hard for me to practice sitting up while lying down. Still, I couldn’t bring
myself to break from my comfortable position. Apparently, Matt couldn’t be bothered either
because he let me be.Good boy, I thought.The next minute we heard a voice. “Matt.” It was Alice.
“Can you have Gilcrest sit up for a little longer?”I looked up, guiltily. I had gotten him in
trouble.“Oh, okay,” he said, embarrassed. He told me to sit up.I pretended not to hear him. It was
nothing personal; I just found sitting up so tiresome. Tiresome and pointless, especially when
there was so much floor space going to waste.“Tell him to sit up, and pat your leg for emphasis,”
Alice said.He did, and I sat up.“Good boy, Gilcrest,” she enthused.I graciously received her
praise, then lay back down again.“Gilly, sit!” Matt slapped his knee as if it were on fire. This time I
didn’t budge. I wasn’t falling for that one again.Matt stopped to listen. I think he was straining to
hear whether any of the teams around us were having the conflict of interest we were struggling
with. From the floor, I noticed that the guide dogs across the aisle were sitting up attentively. Matt
was probably wondering how he had been so lucky as to be partnered with the laziest dog in the
class. I wasn’t being lazy, of course. I was simply practicing an economy of effort. But, at that
moment he wasn’t seeing the big picture. He wanted me to take him seriously and sit up. I wasn’t
trying to be disrespectful. All I wanted was to take a little nap.Alice sat down in the seat next to
me and had me sit up. At the first sign of a slouch, she told me to sit, taking my collar and pulling
me up to reinforce the command. Matt kept his knees on either side of me to lock me into
position as best he could. But I saw no reason to imagine the unhappy predicament of a
crowded bus with nowhere to lie down. Our bus wasn’t crowded. In fact, there was plenty of
room to spread out. Why deny myself the luxuries at hand? Humans could be so stubborn.After
a few more slouches and a few more “sit” commands, we finally reached a compromise in which
I leaned against Matt’s leg for support, my head resting on his thigh.“Okay, Matt,” Alice said at
last. “I think he gets the point. We can let him lie down now.” She left her seat next to him and
returned to the front of the bus.I smelled Matt’s aggravation at the sudden change of tactics. The
goal of getting me to sit up had been declared accomplished with us still only halfway to our
destination. Not only couldn’t he get me to sit up, but, he had had no say in the sudden reversal
in my favor.I flopped exhaustedly onto the floor with a heavy sigh. It felt good to lie down. I didn’t
understand the sudden change in bus-riding protocol any more than Matt did, but I let it go. It
was just one of many things that was out of my control.When I lived with Erin, she’d given me a
crate that she’d coax me into for naps or when she had to leave the house without me. At first I
hated it. I’d whine every time she got me to go inside it. Gradually, though, I got used to the idea.
It was a comfortable place, safe and warm. I could stand up and turn around, go to sleep, or
chew on my bone whenever I wanted. I was completely free within its limits. I gradually learned
that there was a lot I couldn’t change about the world. The size of my crate and when I had to go
inside it were up to Erin. But, within certain parameters, I was free. Free to lick myself, free to
dream.As I lay on the floor, I watched Matt through one half-opened eye. He was still visibly
upset, stewing in his anger over the sitting thing. I guess he probably wasn’t crate
trained.CHAPTER 5Business and PleasureMy working relationship with Matt was rocky at best.



But off-duty? It turned out that Matt, at heart, was a dog-lover. I had learned that, as a kid, he had
played constantly with his grandmother’s cocker spaniel. When he got older, his brother’s white
boxer practically became his niece.Then, one day, I discovered that playtime offered me the best
means of communicating with my new human. I had been having one of my usual dreams, of
racing around with Helmholtz, both of us chasing an old tennis ball. Matt was sitting on the bed,
playing a few melancholy chords, when I was struck with an idea. I went to the corner of our
bedroom where I had left my Kong—a hollow, rubber, snowman-shaped toy which Matt would
sometimes fill with several pieces of kibble for me to try to free. I picked up the Kong, and
abandoning my usual subdued manner, I pranced over to Matt and dropped it on his lap. Then I
opened my mouth in a playful snarl and threw my paws down on the ground. Matt looked up,
startled for a second, but then he began laughing. Soon he was on the floor with me, having
some much-needed fun.Every student’s room at the school had a door leading out onto a
fenced-in patio. My human soon learned the best way to release tension was to grab some toys
and hit the patio with me to let loose. Our favorite game was tug-of-war, which we played with a
large plastic ring. I would throw my entire body into the game, jerking Matt forward, sometimes
almost knocking him off balance. He was still hesitant and didn’t let himself get thrown around
too much. If he only used one hand, I was often able to wrest the ring away from him. Then, just
to tease him a little, I would march a proud victory lap around the enclosure, the ring in my
mouth, my tail in the air. Finally, I would bring the ring back to him so he could have another go.
Even in the most frenzied moment of play, I was always careful to be gentle with him. And, if at
any time he wanted to stop and said, “That’s enough,” I brought our game to an immediate halt
and relinquished the ring. Matt marveled at this product of Erin’s good upbringing.Our off-duty
interaction wasn’t all fun and games for him, though. Along with play, Matt had to learn another
important skill that every human companion must know. He had to pick up after me.He practiced
the technique he’d been taught on a long driveway in front of the school, euphemistically referred
to as “the relieving area.” When he took off my harness, I knew I was discharged of my guide dog
responsibilities. With the magic words “do your business” I began to circle around him, curiously
sniffing for signs of other guide dogs imprinted on the pavement. When the leash went slack,
Matt would slide his hand unobtrusively down it to gently touch my back. If he felt me quivering
under my soft fur, he knew I was leaving something behind.During the first and second weeks,
the instructors picked up after us with shovels. By the third, however, the students were expected
to handle the business themselves. Matt learned to slip a plastic bag around his hand to form a
makeshift glove. Bending down to feel the pavement in ever-widening circles, he located the
remains of my hard work. I observed the face he made as he picked up after me. The smell was
clearly far from pleasant for him, and by the way he held the bag afterwards, I don’t think he liked
feeling the warm lumps inside through the plastic. He was relieved to drop it into a garbage can
on our way back inside.One evening, we were out on the school’s driveway, Matt counting the
minutes for the relieving time to end. I had done my duty that morning, so he wasn’t expecting
any more until the next day. Still, school policy dictated the students wait ten minutes with their



dogs during each relieving session. To pass the time, Matt chatted with the student to his left.
Debbie was twenty, the baby in the class, and newly married.“I’m trying to decide if I should keep
letting Guildenstern onto the bed with me at night,” Matt said. “I mean, I like having him there, but
he’s such a hog! I always wake up in the middle of the night, cramped in one corner with him
spread out and taking all the room.”“Aw, let him sleep with you.” Debbie smiled. “It’s a double
bed.”Thanks! I appreciated hearing the feminine voice of reason weigh in on my behalf.“Yeah,”
Matt went on, “but if it’s cramped now, just imagine when I get back to college and have a single
bed again. I don’t want him to get used to it now and be disappointed later, ya know?”She
laughed. “Yeah, I’m going to be disappointed if I get back home and Jacob hasn’t bought a bed
yet.”“You guys don’t have a bed?” Matt looked incredulous.“We’ve been sleeping on a mattress
on the floor since I moved in, and it’s been like six months.”“Matt!” It was Alice, the instructor on
duty. “Gilcrest did his business.”My human jolted into action. He got a bag and bent down, but
since he hadn’t caught me in the act and trailed down the leash, he had no idea where it was.“It’s
more to your left,” Alice called. He swept his hand left. “More in front of you.” He moved forward,
still squatting, groping to find the spot.“Now it’s a little behind you. A little more . . . yeah, you got
it.”Matt picked up my offering, a few small balls worth, and closed the bag around it. His face was
red. I supposed he didn’t relish playing Marco Polo with my poop.He was putting the harness
back on me to go inside when we heard Debbie question Alice. “Do we have to wipe the spot
when they’re done?”Alice was some distance away. “What?” she asked, coming closer.“Do we
have to wipe the spot on the ground when they finish doing their business?”Oh, Debbie, don’t
complicate things for yourself.“No, no,” Alice said with a chuckle in her voice. “I thought you were
asking if you had to wipe the dog’s butt when he finishes.”“Sometimes you’ll have to.” This was
Cathy, the retrain, on the other side of Matt. “Tiger used to do his business near the woods in
back of our house, and I think he was eating plants back there. Sometimes he couldn’t digest
them, and I would have to check his bottom to make sure there was nothing hanging out of it
before he went inside.”“Yup,” Alice said. “That’s the reality of having a dog: cleaning up poop,
vomit, and everything else.”“Well, it’s worth it,” Cathy said.Matt didn’t seem to find any of this
information edifying. As we went back to our room, his commands were poorly timed and
distracted. I guessed he was reliving the embarrassment of groping for my poop. That night he
didn’t let me up on the bed with him. He could be so temperamental.CHAPTER 6Things Get
IntimateThe days passed. The practices I had with my human got worse rather than better. He
was clumsy, inconsistent, and unrealistic. I began losing respect for him as a handler. He, too,
seemed to be losing respect for me as a guide dog. I think he’d been under the impression that
I’d be some kind of robot animal that would follow his every command like it were ones and
zeros. But, despite all my training, I was very much flesh and fur. A fire hydrant or passing dog
could distract me from the business at hand. It was up to Matt to discern by my pull that I wasn’t
leading him around an obstacle, but, rather, into one.After our routes, Matt seethed in frustration
as he relived our mistakes, wallowing in self-criticism. It was not a pretty smell. I chewed my
bone to discharge pent up energy or went to sleep to escape into happy dreams of my life as a



playful Labrador puppy. I would romp with Helmholtz or sniff around in our backyard, looking for
something tasty to lick. Erin would talk to me and tell me how great I was. She gave me the
nicest belly rubs. Often, I awoke with her familiar scent in my nostrils. Ah, I missed her.Erin, are
you still thinking about me?One night I heard Matt on the phone talking to his mom. “I think this is
the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”He was trying to keep his voice clear of emotion, but I
wasn’t fooled. I felt as much as I smelled his despair. His mom said some things to him that I
couldn’t make out.“I know, Mom. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”I studied him on the phone, listening to
his empty assurances.“I’ll call again in a few days. Okay, bye.”I watched him as he dejectedly
hung up. I felt for him. He was as removed from the life he’d known as I was, only his training
seemed to be going a lot rougher than mine had. I wished there was something I could do to
help him. I thought about how I could try to read his muddled directional commands. I could try
to respect him more, maybe even force myself to stop sniffing distractedly. In the end, of course,
none of these things happened. I see now that as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just give him
my respect by sheer force of will. He had to earn it by learning good handling skills. And sniffing
was an instinct my species had developed over millennia. Stopping it in one small lifetime was
impossible.I did in that moment the one thing I was able to do. I offered him the support of my
company. I went over and lay down at his feet, placing my head on his shoe. He was fiddling with
his audio book player and didn’t seem to notice. Then, after a moment, he reached down and,
almost absent-mindedly, rubbed my furry head. His fingers massaged gently, and I felt a tingling
sensation.“You’re a good boy. Even if you don’t listen to me.”I sighed. Go ahead, make me the
bad guy.Matt stood up—his mood had shifted.“Hey, Chuck!”“Yeah?” I heard his response from
the other room.Matt walked through the door to his roommate’s side of the suite and I followed
behind. “You wanna have a drink with me?”“Um … whadaya mean?” Chuck sounded
cautious.“Whiskey! I brought some in my suitcase.”“Really? You know we’re not allowed to have
any alcohol on campus.”“Yeah, I know, but come on, man. We’re here for four weeks. And what
harm’s a little drink gonna do? It’s not like I’m going out on route tonight.”“Yeah, but, we’d get
thrown out if they caught us. So, um, no thanks. I think I’ll just watch you.” It seemed that Chuck
didn’t possess Matt’s daredevil spirit.“All right, if you say so.” Matt disappeared back into his
room and returned with a flask and a coffee mug with the guide dog school logo imprinted on it.
He poured a drink and then sipped with gusto.Its odor was offensive. I wondered if he really
enjoyed the taste or if it just felt daring to break the rules. Either way, he did seem to be relaxing,
becoming chattier than I’d ever seen him. He asked Chuck about his family and talked about his
own. We learned he had an older brother and sister. His parents had divorced when he was
young, he said, and he barely had contact with his father.“Do you have a girlfriend?” he asked
Chuck.“No. Do you?”“No. But there’s this girl I hooked up with at the end of last semester. She’s
really cute. I’m hoping when I go back to school we’ll get together, you know?”“Oh, cool. What’s
her name?”“Amanda. She’s super smart. She got a perfect on her SATs.”“Dang! That’s
crazy!”“Yeah, and she is crazy, too. Maybe we’re meant for each other.” He laughed sarcastically,
pouring himself another drink. “God, I can’t believe we have two more weeks to go of this



training. I don’t know if I can take it!”“Really? I don’t think it’s so bad,” Chuck said.“Well, no, I
mean . . .” Matt blew out a breath of whiskey-scented air, and then tried to clarify. “On the one
hand it’s freaking incredible that a place like this even exists—a million dollar philanthropic
organization that does nothing but train dogs to guide blind people around. And the food is great
and the campus is really nice, and they don’t charge us a dime for anything! But then on the
other hand, you know, it’s like the same routine every day, and we’re always either in line or
waiting for something to start. We’re not allowed off-campus, not that I would know where the
hell to go. But maybe if I had the chance, I could do something real-life with my dog, and it would
matter more to me than getting my technique torn apart by the instructors, you know?”Chuck
laughed. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It is kind of frustrating sometimes.”Matt took another
swig. “You know what the best part of having a guide dog will be for me?”“No. What?”“It’ll be if I
get my vision back I won’t have to deal with the guide work crap, but I’ll go on taking Gilly into
restaurants and planes and stuff.” He laughed, his scent revealing embarrassment at the
confession. “You know, my doctor told me that after my eye heals from the ulcer, I’ll be eligible for
a corneal transplant. It could bring my vision back to what it was.”“Really? Wow!” Chuck paused
for a second as if thinking of that scenario. Then he said, “So, how did you get the ulcer?”“Well, it
was from a virus I got in my eye. My doctor thinks it was from bathing in the river in Guatemala—I
went there during January term. A couple days after getting back, I was sitting in my second
semester Latin American Politics class. Suddenly the lights seemed really bright. Then it got
really painful. By the end of the hour I could barely see well enough to get myself to Academic
Services.”“And that was the last time you saw anything?”“Yep. I spent the next couple months in
and out of doctors’ offices in Pittsburgh and Cleveland, treating that stupid ulcer.” He shuddered
and then snorted with amusement. “But the really good part was that the professor gave me an
extension on my final paper.”“So you might have a corneal transplant and get your vision back? I
guess you really wouldn’t need Gilly to guide you after that.”“Well, hopefully not. But, for now I
have to go along with it.”He finished his whiskey, and the two said goodnight.I followed Matt back
into his room and watched him get ready for bed. I didn’t know quite what to make of this
whiskey-induced revelation. If all went well for him, in a year I’d be out of a job. I didn’t think I’d
mind the subsequent drop off in my guide duties. It would give me more time to sleep and eat.
But I didn’t know if I liked the idea of posing as a guide dog just so I could go everywhere with
him.Maybe it’d be better for me to go back and live with Erin. She’d be happy to have me back,
and I could play with Helmholtz as much as I wanted. That didn’t seem like a bad arrangement.
Matt could get himself a normal dog, and I could get myself some belly rubs.That night I dreamt
of Erin, of course. She rubbed my belly and told me how much she missed me. I looked up at her
with my big, soulful eyes, and with one mournful gaze, I conveyed it all. This new human meant
well, but he didn’t listen to me the way she had. He didn’t study my facial expressions or watch
for my subtle tail movements the way she did. And to top it all off, he didn’t seem to appreciate
my guide work very much.“Aw,” cooed Erin, rubbing under my chin, and in this one word I was
completely understood. Comnication with her was so easy. I sneezed in contentment.CHAPTER



7Lighten Up!By the middle of the third week, Matt and I were still struggling.“We’re going to try
something different,” Joanne said as we stood outside the lounge getting ready to run a route. “I
know that you’ve been having trouble connecting with Gilcrest during guide work, so I’m gonna
bring this tug ring along. It can break up the routine.” She showed Matt the hard plastic ring that
we played with when I was off duty.I wagged my tail happily. I was wearing my harness. So, I
knew it wasn’t playtime, but I just couldn’t help getting excited at the sight of that ring. I could
have fun, and it would give me another opportunity to groom Matt in his communication skills.
Sometimes when we played, he actually listened.Matt consented to Joanne with a shrug, and
she told him to start the route.“Gilly, forward.” Matt gestured straight ahead.I was still looking at
the ring in Joanne’s hand, hoping we could get in a quick tug session before starting.“He’s
distracted, Matt. Be insistent with him.”“Gilly, forward!” Matt said again in a mixture of
forcefulness and desperation. He gave a jerk on the leash to emphasize the point.Reluctantly, I
tore my eyes from the ring and began guiding him in the direction he’d gestured. We were off,
down the block. We crossed one street, then another. At the next corner, Joanne directed us to
turn right.“Guildenstern, right.” Matt stepped back as he issued this directive. His movements
were still awkward, but I was getting better at reading his body language. I took him right, in the
direction of the curb. He probed with his foot but didn’t find it. I smelled him getting anxious.“He’s
got you close to it, Matt. Tell him to hop up.”“Gilly, hop up!”Obediently, I brought him closer. His
anxiety was growing.“Just a little more in front of you,” Joanne said. “There ya go.”His foot had
made contact with the curb, but his pulse continued to pound out a furious beat. He hated not
knowing where things were.“Praise him, Matt.”He did, but in a voice that was flat and insincere.
There would be no rejoicing over this small victory. We crossed the street and continued down
the next block. Suddenly, I halted.“Gilly, hop up!” Obviously, Matt didn’t understand why we’d
stopped in the middle of a block.Come on. Remember your training.But Matt wasn’t thinking
about his training, he was thinking about getting to the next corner. He urged me forward again. I
took one cautious baby step then stopped.“Check in front of you before you tell him to hop up,”
came Joanne’s voice from behind us.Matt put out his foot. It came into contact with the
telephone pole in front of him.“See, he’s looking out for you. I know it’s not always easy to
recognize that, but he’s trying.”There was a softening in my human then. My stopping at the pole
spoke louder than any of the other maneuvers I’d executed up to that point. It was a dramatic
illustration of my usefulness. We just had to work together.“Okay, how about some playtime
now?” Joanne held up the ring.So, Matt removed my harness, and I shook myself off, the tension
of the route dissipating. Joanne handed Matt the ring, and I immediately grabbed it with my
mouth and began pulling.Lighten up, silly! I told him with each tug. Lighten up! It’s not that bad!I
observed with satisfaction as his serious expression melted into a small smile. He tugged back
on the ring. By the time we had played our game for several minutes, his whole demeanor had
transformed. Levity had taken the place of his anxiety, the stress of the recent past a fading
memory.“See that?” Joanne was triumphant. “You just gotta love a guide dog. He does the work
you need him to do, and he’s your best friend when it’s over.”Well, maybe that was taking things



a little far. I knew Matt wasn’t ready to call me his best friend, and I had no ambitions on that
particular title. I would happily settle for a relationship that was good, both on and off duty. Best
friends, if we ever became such a thing, would be a long time coming.Back in our bedroom later
that day, Matt picked up his guitar and began playing. The chords were major, full and forceful.
He strummed them with more vigor and enthusiasm than I’d ever heard from him. He was happy,
I realized. Gone was his mopey self-reproach. His pounding music conveyed a new optimism. I
can do this, his playing said. I will do this.I chewed my bone, listening. I wasn’t sure what had
altered his mood, exactly. Maybe it was my stopping at the telephone pole. Maybe it was our
game of tug afterward. Whatever it was, I was glad to see him this way. The skin of my muzzle
curled against my teeth as I smiled broadly. Good boy.CHAPTER 8They’re Watching YouWe still
weren’t best friends. But every day, I was growing closer to my human. After all, I was with him
twenty-four hours a day. He was my kibble provider, my playmate, my caretaker, and my charge.
I was understanding him better and appreciating him more.One last hurdle remained before
Saturday’s graduation: a solo route. On all of the routes up to this point we had been
accompanied by an instructor, so it was an anxious bunch of students who sat on the bus and
listened to directions.Joanne stood up. “Okay, everyone,” she began. “This is the culmination of
all your training. In this final exercise you’ll be walking in an unfamiliar part of town. We want you
to feel what it’ll be like to navigate independently with your dogs.”The bus’s engine was turned
off; only silence filled the air as she paused for a breath. The students listened in rapt attention
as she dictated the route’s directions. I smelled the tension.“Don’t worry, guys. Instructors will be
stationed along the way. If you get stuck, just stand still, and we’ll come help you.”I knew this was
of small comfort to Matt. He would experience a great deal of shame if he didn’t run the route
independently.Matt turned to the student behind him. “Hey, Mike. Are you nervous?”“Not really.
But I think I forgot the directions already.”Matt breathed a sigh of relief. If he messed up, he might
not be the only one.One by one, students exited the bus. “Matt,” Joanne finally called. “You’re
up.”After a deep breath, Matt grabbed my leash. We got off the bus, and he turned to face left.
“Gilly, forward,” he said, and we started down the block.“Left off the bus, turn right,” he repeated
quietly to himself. I slowed to show him we were coming to the first corner. Then I stopped.Matt
put out his foot but didn’t feel the curb. “Gilly, hop up!”I didn’t move. I was as close to the street as
I could get.“Damn it, Guildenstern. Do you have to do this to me now?” He stretched his foot out
further. Still nothing.I’d been trying to tell him what was happening, but he wasn’t getting it.“Gilly,
hop up,” he said again, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.I didn’t budge. We were at
the corner, but he didn’t realize it. He wasn’t understanding me, and there was nothing I could do
but wait.Matt stood there, frozen in uncertainty. He wanted to be sure we were at the first corner
so that he could tell me to turn right. In desperation, he bent down and touched the sidewalk. His
hand passed over the smooth line where the street began, and his face lit up. This is where the
curb should have been! I had been right all along, and Matt had just discovered the proof.He
stood up and with a deep breath said, “Sorry, Gilly.”Taking a half step back, he commanded me
right. I crossed in front of him, and we were on our way.At the next intersection, Matt listened for



cars. He heard one idling at the corner, but there was no other traffic. He commanded me
forward. As I stepped off the curb, the car’s engine revved, and it started towards us.Whoa! This
guy’s gonna hit us! Before Matt had time to react, I stopped on a dime. I had been trained not to
walk into the line of a moving car, even if commanded.Matt and I stood frozen for several
seconds. He seemed a little shocked, still not understanding what had just happened.“Good job,
guys.” It was a voice from the car that had now stopped. “Go ahead.”I had been right again. I
realized then that this was part of the course, that the instructors wanted the students to feel
what it was like when the dogs overrode their commands. I was wondering how Matt felt about
this when I was rewarded with a hearty “Good boy!”We finished the last few blocks accompanied
by Matt’s sweet-smelling relief and made it back to the lounge successfully.“Come on in and
have a seat. There’re just a few more students to go,” Alice said.I heard Matt exhale in relief. I
don’t think he’d ever been so glad to hear her voice.When everyone had finished, Candice, the
head trainer, gave the group debriefing.“Okay, guys, good job. You all completed this
successfully. Larry, excellent praise for your dog. Debbie, you looked like a natural. When you
guys had problems, you persevered. I’m glad to see that even if you have to get down on the
ground and feel the curb with your hands, you’ll do what it takes to be successful. But,” she
paused, and looked directly at Matt, “I don’t recommend this as a technique to be used
frequently.”Well, at least the other students couldn’t see Matt’s red face.For me, the whole thing
had been kind of amusing. There had never been any real danger. An instructor had been near
us the entire time. The only thing really on the line had been my human’s pride. Still, I was
pleased with him. He had completed the solo route with me as his guide. It was the first of
countless trips we would take together. Maybe it hadn’t been perfectly smooth, but he’d have
plenty of chances to redeem himself in the years to come.CHAPTER 9Hi, Mom!Classes were
finished. Looking back now, I see that the pendulum swing of Matt’s expectations had begun to
come back to center. He had started the training believing that I would be a graceful, intuitive
guide who would whisk him around smoothly and with ease. Then he’d realized that our
movement could be jerky, that sometimes I preferred to sniff posts instead of follow his
instructions. It took him weeks to appreciate just how much skill and effort were required on his
part to keep us on track. In his disillusionment, he’d fallen into doubt, questioning the value of my
help and his ability to work with me. Now he was starting to accept us for what we were, striving
to meet me at the place where my helpfulness stopped and his work began. He didn’t always get
there, but he was trying.Graduation day arrived, and so did the puppy raisers. That morning we
gathered in the dining room of the school, prepared to meet them. The buzz of conversation
swirled around us as students, guide dogs, and surrogate parents were matched up by the
instructors. Matt sat with several others and waited, fiddling nervously with my leash. I lay at his
feet, out of harness and off-duty. The students had been told that it was better for the volunteers
to meet the dogs without their harnesses so that they could interact with each other more
freely.In spite of the commotion surrounding us, I wasn’t really excited or nervous. I was a little
sleepy and a bit hungry. But then, I was always a bit hungry.“Matt.” It was Joanne. “I’d like you to



meet Erin, your puppy raiser.” He stood up, and Joanne quickly excused herself.Here she was.
Erin. I leaped joyfully into the air, once, twice, three times. It was all I could do to keep myself
from making contact with her. But, I knew she wouldn’t like that.“Hi, Gilcrest,” she said in that
soft, familiar way. “Hi.”“Hi, Erin, great to meet you,” Matt said, sticking out his hand. I could feel
his discomfort. It was strange, I imagined, for him to realize just how much attachment I still had
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new space and clarity with which to consider my thoughts, feelings, and actions described here.



Second, I found that Gilly’s voice added humor and momentum to the unfolding of the story.
Third, and most importantly, I took on Gilly’s voice in homage to the guidance, companionship,
and love that his presence brought to my life.CHAPTER 1For the Love of KibbleI remember
when I first began training to become a guide dog. So many years have passed since then, but
from my point of view, it feels like no time at all.I was considered one of the handsomest dogs at
the school. I’m really not trying to brag; I was a good-looking Labrador, that’s all. In fact, I almost
got diverted into the breeder program. The trainer thought I was such an exquisite specimen of
my species that she considered making me a stud. Imagine! A life of uncomplicated sex—all for
the good of future generations. But, it wasn’t meant to be. I had another calling. I had a human to
guide. And what a rewarding job it proved to be. Were there times I wondered if I should have
gone into the breeder program instead? Most definitely. If I had a piece of kibble for every time I
thought that, I’d have a thirty-pound bag, at least.Take, for example, the first time I ever met my
human. The trainer introduced me to him in what was to become our shared room. He was a
wiry, dark-haired, pale-skinned specimen of his species. I wasn’t at all impressed. Apparently, he
wasn’t either.“Gilcrest? What kind of a name is Gilcrest?” he wondered aloud.What kind of a
name is Matt? I thought. Instead of dwelling on the question, I went about sniffing everything
within my leash’s range: an unmade bed with Matt’s smell, a desk chair covered by Matt-scented
clothes, an uncarpeted floor with a faint whiff of disinfectant. Then I found what I had been
looking for. Underneath a sink near the bathroom door sat a plastic dog food container. It was
shut tight, but I caught the unmistakable aroma of kibble inside. I strained at the end of my leash,
sniffing the plastic, searching frantically for a means of entry.“No!” Matt pulled back on my
leash.Dutifully, I retreated.“Gilcrest, sit.”I sat.“Good boy.” He patted my head. He felt my long,
velvety ears, then the saggy, flexible skin of my jowls.Having satisfied his sit command, I got up
and headed again in the direction of the kibble.“Gilcrest, no!” He jerked on the leash, pulling me
back again. He obviously didn’t want me helping myself to an early dinner.I decided to try
another tactic. I sat, looking up at him with my most imploring gaze.I’m the saddest, most
appealing dog in the world, and you can make me happy if you just give me what’s in that
container, I told him silently. It had worked before, and I figured it would work again. My soulful
eyes bore pleadingly into his dark glasses. He was unmoved. Frustrated, I lay down on the floor
with a humph.Obviously, I would have to get used to the ramifications of having a blind human.
All the other humans I’d known had been sighted, and despite all my preparation, no one had
thought to tell me that my human would be unmoved by eye contact.Matt sat down on the floor
next to me and began absentmindedly stroking my soft fur. His disappointment emanated like
sour grapes.Let me explain here that smell is a dog’s primary sense. We use our noses to
understand the physical world the way that most humans use their eyes. And it tells us a lot. We
can detect a spoonful of sugar in an Olympic-size swimming pool. We can learn to sniff out
bombs, drugs, and even cancerous tumors. By a person’s scent, we can know his heart rate,
adrenalin levels, and overall body chemistry. It shouldn’t be too surprising, then, that we can
smell emotion. Excitement, worry, contentment, anxiety, despair, and joy—they all appear as



different blips on our olfactory radar screens. But, our abilities don’t stop there. For centuries
dogs have been studying human behavior, perfecting ways of coaxing food and devotion from
so-called Homo sapiens. We’ve become very discerning and remarkably intuitive.Matt had been
waiting anxiously to meet me for some time now and had clearly been expecting to receive, in a
shower of tail wags and sloppy kisses, my unconditional love and affection. Now that we’d met,
he was dismayed to perceive that my interest lay not in him but in the forbidden contents of the
plastic container. Of course, this wasn’t exactly true. My interest now lay in him giving me the
contents of the plastic container. Unfortunately, at that moment, he was preoccupied with
listening to his roommate, Chuck, through the open partition between their rooms.“Her name is
Zelda,” Chuck said. “She’s a black lab . . . Yeah, just like Cyrus. I think they’ll get along great . . .
She seems really cool. When I sat down on the bed, she put her head on the spot next to me, so
I invited her up, and she loves it! . . . Well, they told us in class that the dogs were trained not to
climb on furniture, but it was up to us if we wanted to let them on the bed.”After a few more
exchanges, Chuck hung up. “Hey, Matt,” he called. “Did you talk to your family yet?”“No, not yet. I
think I’ll wait ‘til tonight.”“Well, what’d ya think of your new dog?”“He’s cool,” Matt said, but his
voice belied his words.Chuck came to stand in the opening between the two rooms. “Zelda is
too. I was just telling my parents how awesome she is.”“Zelda’s a great name,” Matt said.
“Reminds me of the video game. Man, I was addicted to old-school Nintendo as a kid. If I get my
vision back, that’ll be, like, the first thing I do. Forget sunsets and faces, I just wanna play some
freaking Zelda, you know?”Chuck laughed. “I didn’t know you used to have vision.”“Yeah. I mean,
I could never see well enough to drive, but I could get around without a cane and stuff like
that.”“So when did you become blind?”“Last year. It was really sudden.”I smelled his anxiety then
—just a whiff. He was trying hard to cover it up, but smells never lie. There was something
unfinished about Matt’s blindness.Chuck said that he’d been blind since birth. I could tell he was
quite comfortable with his situation, even downright happy.“Hello, Gilcrest,” he greeted me.
“Gilcrest is sort of an unusual name for a dog, isn’t it?”“Yeah. To be honest, I’m not crazy about
it.”“It’s not such a bad name.”“Come on, man. Seriously! Gilcrest? What’s up with that?”Chuck
burst out laughing. “Well, you could call him Cresty or Gilly. But, you’re right. It is sort of a dumb
name.”I tried not to take this personally, marveling that a detail like my name could matter so
much. I’d never given it a second thought myself. With the advantage of hindsight, I see more
clearly that part of Matt’s irritation had its roots in his need to express himself, to carve out his
own identity. He saw me as his dog, so he thought he should have control over what he called
me. For him, it was like being given a new coat and then being told he could only wear it on
Thursdays. I felt grateful to be a dog. Life was so much simpler for me.That evening, after his
shower, Matt emerged from the bathroom, his skinny, towel-wrapped form still dripping.“Hello,
Guildenstern!”Huh? I blinked in surprise.“It’s your new name!”Guildenstern is the best you could
dream up? I thought, but I didn’t try to convey my dubiousness. Matt was too caught up in his
own idea to listen.“Hey Chuck—I’ve just decided! I’m changing his name to Guildenstern!” Matt
walked over to Chuck’s room.“To what?”“Guil-den-stern!”Chuck laughed. “Where’d you get



that?”“It’s from Hamlet.”“Uh, okay.”“Yeah, you know, the Shakespeare play. I had to act out a
scene in class during my freshman year, and my character was named Guildenstern.”“That’s
cool. What does Guildenstern think of his new name?”“I think he loves it. Don’t you,
Guildenstern?”That was, I knew, one of those questions that humans ask dogs without really
wanting an answer. “Isn’t it about time for your bath?” and “How did you get up on the counter?”
were similar ones I’d heard from Erin, my human mom. I wagged my tail anyway, thumping it
rhythmically against the wall. If the name made him happy, it was fine by me. I didn’t care what
he called me as long as he kept on dishing out the kibble. That evening’s dinner had been as
good as any I had ever eaten. My new charge may have cared a lot about silly things like names,
but he served up dog food and water reliably enough.CHAPTER 1For the Love of KibbleI
remember when I first began training to become a guide dog. So many years have passed since
then, but from my point of view, it feels like no time at all.I was considered one of the
handsomest dogs at the school. I’m really not trying to brag; I was a good-looking Labrador,
that’s all. In fact, I almost got diverted into the breeder program. The trainer thought I was such
an exquisite specimen of my species that she considered making me a stud. Imagine! A life of
uncomplicated sex—all for the good of future generations. But, it wasn’t meant to be. I had
another calling. I had a human to guide. And what a rewarding job it proved to be. Were there
times I wondered if I should have gone into the breeder program instead? Most definitely. If I had
a piece of kibble for every time I thought that, I’d have a thirty-pound bag, at least.Take, for
example, the first time I ever met my human. The trainer introduced me to him in what was to
become our shared room. He was a wiry, dark-haired, pale-skinned specimen of his species. I
wasn’t at all impressed. Apparently, he wasn’t either.“Gilcrest? What kind of a name is Gilcrest?”
he wondered aloud.What kind of a name is Matt? I thought. Instead of dwelling on the question, I
went about sniffing everything within my leash’s range: an unmade bed with Matt’s smell, a desk
chair covered by Matt-scented clothes, an uncarpeted floor with a faint whiff of disinfectant. Then
I found what I had been looking for. Underneath a sink near the bathroom door sat a plastic dog
food container. It was shut tight, but I caught the unmistakable aroma of kibble inside. I strained
at the end of my leash, sniffing the plastic, searching frantically for a means of entry.“No!” Matt
pulled back on my leash.Dutifully, I retreated.“Gilcrest, sit.”I sat.“Good boy.” He patted my head.
He felt my long, velvety ears, then the saggy, flexible skin of my jowls.Having satisfied his sit
command, I got up and headed again in the direction of the kibble.“Gilcrest, no!” He jerked on
the leash, pulling me back again. He obviously didn’t want me helping myself to an early dinner.I
decided to try another tactic. I sat, looking up at him with my most imploring gaze.I’m the
saddest, most appealing dog in the world, and you can make me happy if you just give me
what’s in that container, I told him silently. It had worked before, and I figured it would work again.
My soulful eyes bore pleadingly into his dark glasses. He was unmoved. Frustrated, I lay down
on the floor with a humph.Obviously, I would have to get used to the ramifications of having a
blind human. All the other humans I’d known had been sighted, and despite all my preparation,
no one had thought to tell me that my human would be unmoved by eye contact.Matt sat down



on the floor next to me and began absentmindedly stroking my soft fur. His disappointment
emanated like sour grapes.Let me explain here that smell is a dog’s primary sense. We use our
noses to understand the physical world the way that most humans use their eyes. And it tells us
a lot. We can detect a spoonful of sugar in an Olympic-size swimming pool. We can learn to sniff
out bombs, drugs, and even cancerous tumors. By a person’s scent, we can know his heart rate,
adrenalin levels, and overall body chemistry. It shouldn’t be too surprising, then, that we can
smell emotion. Excitement, worry, contentment, anxiety, despair, and joy—they all appear as
different blips on our olfactory radar screens. But, our abilities don’t stop there. For centuries
dogs have been studying human behavior, perfecting ways of coaxing food and devotion from
so-called Homo sapiens. We’ve become very discerning and remarkably intuitive.Matt had been
waiting anxiously to meet me for some time now and had clearly been expecting to receive, in a
shower of tail wags and sloppy kisses, my unconditional love and affection. Now that we’d met,
he was dismayed to perceive that my interest lay not in him but in the forbidden contents of the
plastic container. Of course, this wasn’t exactly true. My interest now lay in him giving me the
contents of the plastic container. Unfortunately, at that moment, he was preoccupied with
listening to his roommate, Chuck, through the open partition between their rooms.“Her name is
Zelda,” Chuck said. “She’s a black lab . . . Yeah, just like Cyrus. I think they’ll get along great . . .
She seems really cool. When I sat down on the bed, she put her head on the spot next to me, so
I invited her up, and she loves it! . . . Well, they told us in class that the dogs were trained not to
climb on furniture, but it was up to us if we wanted to let them on the bed.”After a few more
exchanges, Chuck hung up. “Hey, Matt,” he called. “Did you talk to your family yet?”“No, not yet. I
think I’ll wait ‘til tonight.”“Well, what’d ya think of your new dog?”“He’s cool,” Matt said, but his
voice belied his words.Chuck came to stand in the opening between the two rooms. “Zelda is
too. I was just telling my parents how awesome she is.”“Zelda’s a great name,” Matt said.
“Reminds me of the video game. Man, I was addicted to old-school Nintendo as a kid. If I get my
vision back, that’ll be, like, the first thing I do. Forget sunsets and faces, I just wanna play some
freaking Zelda, you know?”Chuck laughed. “I didn’t know you used to have vision.”“Yeah. I mean,
I could never see well enough to drive, but I could get around without a cane and stuff like
that.”“So when did you become blind?”“Last year. It was really sudden.”I smelled his anxiety then
—just a whiff. He was trying hard to cover it up, but smells never lie. There was something
unfinished about Matt’s blindness.Chuck said that he’d been blind since birth. I could tell he was
quite comfortable with his situation, even downright happy.“Hello, Gilcrest,” he greeted me.
“Gilcrest is sort of an unusual name for a dog, isn’t it?”“Yeah. To be honest, I’m not crazy about
it.”“It’s not such a bad name.”“Come on, man. Seriously! Gilcrest? What’s up with that?”Chuck
burst out laughing. “Well, you could call him Cresty or Gilly. But, you’re right. It is sort of a dumb
name.”I tried not to take this personally, marveling that a detail like my name could matter so
much. I’d never given it a second thought myself. With the advantage of hindsight, I see more
clearly that part of Matt’s irritation had its roots in his need to express himself, to carve out his
own identity. He saw me as his dog, so he thought he should have control over what he called



me. For him, it was like being given a new coat and then being told he could only wear it on
Thursdays. I felt grateful to be a dog. Life was so much simpler for me.That evening, after his
shower, Matt emerged from the bathroom, his skinny, towel-wrapped form still dripping.“Hello,
Guildenstern!”Huh? I blinked in surprise.“It’s your new name!”Guildenstern is the best you could
dream up? I thought, but I didn’t try to convey my dubiousness. Matt was too caught up in his
own idea to listen.“Hey Chuck—I’ve just decided! I’m changing his name to Guildenstern!” Matt
walked over to Chuck’s room.“To what?”“Guil-den-stern!”Chuck laughed. “Where’d you get
that?”“It’s from Hamlet.”“Uh, okay.”“Yeah, you know, the Shakespeare play. I had to act out a
scene in class during my freshman year, and my character was named Guildenstern.”“That’s
cool. What does Guildenstern think of his new name?”“I think he loves it. Don’t you,
Guildenstern?”That was, I knew, one of those questions that humans ask dogs without really
wanting an answer. “Isn’t it about time for your bath?” and “How did you get up on the counter?”
were similar ones I’d heard from Erin, my human mom. I wagged my tail anyway, thumping it
rhythmically against the wall. If the name made him happy, it was fine by me. I didn’t care what
he called me as long as he kept on dishing out the kibble. That evening’s dinner had been as
good as any I had ever eaten. My new charge may have cared a lot about silly things like names,
but he served up dog food and water reliably enough.CHAPTER 1For the Love of KibbleI
remember when I first began training to become a guide dog. So many years have passed since
then, but from my point of view, it feels like no time at all.I was considered one of the
handsomest dogs at the school. I’m really not trying to brag; I was a good-looking Labrador,
that’s all. In fact, I almost got diverted into the breeder program. The trainer thought I was such
an exquisite specimen of my species that she considered making me a stud. Imagine! A life of
uncomplicated sex—all for the good of future generations. But, it wasn’t meant to be. I had
another calling. I had a human to guide. And what a rewarding job it proved to be. Were there
times I wondered if I should have gone into the breeder program instead? Most definitely. If I had
a piece of kibble for every time I thought that, I’d have a thirty-pound bag, at least.Take, for
example, the first time I ever met my human. The trainer introduced me to him in what was to
become our shared room. He was a wiry, dark-haired, pale-skinned specimen of his species. I
wasn’t at all impressed. Apparently, he wasn’t either.“Gilcrest? What kind of a name is Gilcrest?”
he wondered aloud.What kind of a name is Matt? I thought. Instead of dwelling on the question, I
went about sniffing everything within my leash’s range: an unmade bed with Matt’s smell, a desk
chair covered by Matt-scented clothes, an uncarpeted floor with a faint whiff of disinfectant. Then
I found what I had been looking for. Underneath a sink near the bathroom door sat a plastic dog
food container. It was shut tight, but I caught the unmistakable aroma of kibble inside. I strained
at the end of my leash, sniffing the plastic, searching frantically for a means of entry.“No!” Matt
pulled back on my leash.Dutifully, I retreated.“Gilcrest, sit.”I sat.“Good boy.” He patted my head.
He felt my long, velvety ears, then the saggy, flexible skin of my jowls.Having satisfied his sit
command, I got up and headed again in the direction of the kibble.“Gilcrest, no!” He jerked on
the leash, pulling me back again. He obviously didn’t want me helping myself to an early dinner.I



decided to try another tactic. I sat, looking up at him with my most imploring gaze.I’m the
saddest, most appealing dog in the world, and you can make me happy if you just give me
what’s in that container, I told him silently. It had worked before, and I figured it would work again.
My soulful eyes bore pleadingly into his dark glasses. He was unmoved. Frustrated, I lay down
on the floor with a humph.Obviously, I would have to get used to the ramifications of having a
blind human. All the other humans I’d known had been sighted, and despite all my preparation,
no one had thought to tell me that my human would be unmoved by eye contact.Matt sat down
on the floor next to me and began absentmindedly stroking my soft fur. His disappointment
emanated like sour grapes.Let me explain here that smell is a dog’s primary sense. We use our
noses to understand the physical world the way that most humans use their eyes. And it tells us
a lot. We can detect a spoonful of sugar in an Olympic-size swimming pool. We can learn to sniff
out bombs, drugs, and even cancerous tumors. By a person’s scent, we can know his heart rate,
adrenalin levels, and overall body chemistry. It shouldn’t be too surprising, then, that we can
smell emotion. Excitement, worry, contentment, anxiety, despair, and joy—they all appear as
different blips on our olfactory radar screens. But, our abilities don’t stop there. For centuries
dogs have been studying human behavior, perfecting ways of coaxing food and devotion from
so-called Homo sapiens. We’ve become very discerning and remarkably intuitive.Matt had been
waiting anxiously to meet me for some time now and had clearly been expecting to receive, in a
shower of tail wags and sloppy kisses, my unconditional love and affection. Now that we’d met,
he was dismayed to perceive that my interest lay not in him but in the forbidden contents of the
plastic container. Of course, this wasn’t exactly true. My interest now lay in him giving me the
contents of the plastic container. Unfortunately, at that moment, he was preoccupied with
listening to his roommate, Chuck, through the open partition between their rooms.“Her name is
Zelda,” Chuck said. “She’s a black lab . . . Yeah, just like Cyrus. I think they’ll get along great . . .
She seems really cool. When I sat down on the bed, she put her head on the spot next to me, so
I invited her up, and she loves it! . . . Well, they told us in class that the dogs were trained not to
climb on furniture, but it was up to us if we wanted to let them on the bed.”After a few more
exchanges, Chuck hung up. “Hey, Matt,” he called. “Did you talk to your family yet?”“No, not yet. I
think I’ll wait ‘til tonight.”“Well, what’d ya think of your new dog?”“He’s cool,” Matt said, but his
voice belied his words.Chuck came to stand in the opening between the two rooms. “Zelda is
too. I was just telling my parents how awesome she is.”“Zelda’s a great name,” Matt said.
“Reminds me of the video game. Man, I was addicted to old-school Nintendo as a kid. If I get my
vision back, that’ll be, like, the first thing I do. Forget sunsets and faces, I just wanna play some
freaking Zelda, you know?”Chuck laughed. “I didn’t know you used to have vision.”“Yeah. I mean,
I could never see well enough to drive, but I could get around without a cane and stuff like
that.”“So when did you become blind?”“Last year. It was really sudden.” I smelled his anxiety then
—just a whiff. He was trying hard to cover it up, but smells never lie. There was something
unfinished about Matt’s blindness.Chuck said that he’d been blind since birth. I could tell he was
quite comfortable with his situation, even downright happy.“Hello, Gilcrest,” he greeted me.



“Gilcrest is sort of an unusual name for a dog, isn’t it?”“Yeah. To be honest, I’m not crazy about
it.”“It’s not such a bad name.”“Come on, man. Seriously! Gilcrest? What’s up with that?”Chuck
burst out laughing. “Well, you could call him Cresty or Gilly. But, you’re right. It is sort of a dumb
name.”I tried not to take this personally, marveling that a detail like my name could matter so
much. I’d never given it a second thought myself. With the advantage of hindsight, I see more
clearly that part of Matt’s irritation had its roots in his need to express himself, to carve out his
own identity. He saw me as his dog, so he thought he should have control over what he called
me. For him, it was like being given a new coat and then being told he could only wear it on
Thursdays. I felt grateful to be a dog. Life was so much simpler for me.That evening, after his
shower, Matt emerged from the bathroom, his skinny, towel-wrapped form still dripping.“Hello,
Guildenstern!” Huh? I blinked in surprise.“It’s your new name!”Guildenstern is the best you could
dream up? I thought, but I didn’t try to convey my dubiousness. Matt was too caught up in his
own idea to listen.“Hey Chuck—I’ve just decided! I’m changing his name to Guildenstern!” Matt
walked over to Chuck’s room.“To what?”“Guil-den-stern!”Chuck laughed. “Where’d you get
that?”“It’s from Hamlet.”“Uh, okay.”“Yeah, you know, the Shakespeare play. I had to act out a
scene in class during my freshman year, and my character was named Guildenstern.”“That’s
cool. What does Guildenstern think of his new name?”“I think he loves it. Don’t you,
Guildenstern?”That was, I knew, one of those questions that humans ask dogs without really
wanting an answer. “Isn’t it about time for your bath?” and “How did you get up on the counter?”
were similar ones I’d heard from Erin, my human mom. I wagged my tail anyway, thumping it
rhythmically against the wall. If the name made him happy, it was fine by me. I didn’t care what
he called me as long as he kept on dishing out the kibble. That evening’s dinner had been as
good as any I had ever eaten. My new charge may have cared a lot about silly things like names,
but he served up dog food and water reliably enough.CHAPTER 2Enjoy the RideBefore meeting
Matt, I lived in the kennels at the guide dog school. I’d come to train there when I was a puppy,
one-human-year old, and stayed until I was two years old and met Matt. The kennel was an
exciting place to live. So many other dogs, so many great smells, so much fun! There was always
plenty of company and lots of chances to play with my new friends. I remember when I first
moved in; I was so excited to be running with a black lab named Sammy that I didn’t look where I
was going and scraped my belly on a ledge. Youch! I had to go to the medical center and get
stitches. Not a fun time.From that little snafu I learned to be calmer and more deliberate—no
more racing around all the time. Instead I would grab a bone during playtime and climb to the
highest point in the play area so that I could oversee the action. I realized how silly it was to run
myself ragged when I could be perfectly content chewing my bone, watching the others, and
taking it easy.Later, after we got to know each other, Matt teased me that I was lazy. But this
wasn’t really the case. I just didn’t see the point of a lot of unnecessary movement; I preferred
economizing my effort. Besides, a lazy dog wouldn’t want to do his job. I, however, enjoyed my
work as a guide. It gave me a purpose and entry to the outside world. Even during training I was
happy to have someone throw on my harness and take me out to learn a new command. Left,



right, straight, find the steps. I learned them all without a single complaint. This is more than I can
say for Matt.I remember our first outdoor route together. For several days after we met, Matt had
practiced walking with me inside our dormitory. Up and down the halls, I led him at a sedate
pace. But we had never been outside. On that day, we waited in a lounge that led to a practice
course set up on campus. The early August weather of southern Oregon was a little breezy, but it
was perfect for walking outside, enjoying the fresh air and sun. I lay on the floor beside Katie, a
fetching golden retriever with a shapely tail. Despite all the training I’d undergone, I couldn’t
resist giving her a quick sniff.“Are you nervous?” Cathy sat beside Matt on the sofa. She was a
retrain. Katie, I’d heard, was her third guide dog.“Nope. I just want to get out there and do
it.”“Yeah, I know what you mean. I’m ready to go, too.” Just then she was called to the door by
one of the instructors.“Good luck,” he said.“Thanks,” she replied, cheerfully, and she and Katie
were gone. A few minutes later, the two were back, the dog panting, the woman flushed with
pleasure.“How’d it go?” Matt asked.“It was great! Katie moves so fast. It’s amazing the difference
a young guide dog makes.”I see now he didn’t quite get what she meant. How could he? I was
his first guide dog.“Matt and Gilcrest,” Alice called. “You’re up.” Matt hadn’t gotten the instructors
on board to my recent name change yet, having decided to phase it in discreetly.We met Alice at
the door, and she continued. “This is a short course that’ll take you about five minutes. There are
some ramps, and Gilcrest will slow down as you pass over them. You’ll feel him make some
slight turns. This is him maneuvering you around the obstacles on the course.”“Sounds good.”
Matt smiled confidently.“Okay, whenever you’re ready.”“Gilly, forward,” he commanded, and we
were off. I walked at a brisk trot. I was at home on this obstacle course and intended to show my
human what I could do. I pulled him through sharp turns, going up and down slopes, dodging
obstacles in the path.Behind me, Matt stumbled along like a drunken sailor. It was a new kind of
locomotion that must’ve felt totally unnatural. The harness handle pulled him forward in rhythmic
jerks that reflected the rise and fall of my body as I trotted. I smelled his clammy skin and felt the
tension in his arm gripping my harness. He was terrified. He pulled back on the harness handle
to get me to slow down. Instead, I sped up. I couldn’t help it. I’d been taught to tug harder against
greater pressure from behind. The more he pulled against me, the faster I went. I sensed his
growing terror as we whizzed around the course.Stop pulling so hard on my harness if you
wanna slow down, I thought. But, he kept right on pulling, and I kept right on going, my speed
mounting. Finally, it was too much for him. In desperation, he let go. I immediately stopped
moving.“Don’t let go of the harness handle,” Alice called from the door. This was, in fact, rule
number one of guide dog school. Letting go of the harness handle was akin to letting go of the
rope while waterskiing. At least that’s what the instructors always said. I, myself, had never tried
waterskiing. Matt stood there, silently torn. Picking up the handle meant plunging back into the
obstacle course. Not picking up the handle meant admitting to the watching instructor just how
scared he was.Trust me. I won’t run you into anything. I’m a professional.But he didn’t trust me. I
saw that clearly. His only motivation for throwing himself back into the guide work now was to
save face. He could show his vulnerability and fail to complete the course or continue to get



yanked around by a dog and finish what he’d started. Against great resistance, he picked up the
harness handle once again.Attaboy!It struck me then that his pride might have its usefulness
after all. He was following me to save face, but at least he was following me. Hopefully, trust
would come in time.Bracing himself, he urged me forward. We were off again. I took him through
the rest of the course and came to a stop in front of Alice, panting happily in the flush of
accomplishment. I had completed the course flawlessly despite my jittery cargo.“Good job,
guys.”“Thanks.” Matt was apparently in mild shock. His pulse beat rapidly as he stood on wobbly
legs at the door to go back inside. He dropped my harness handle, and Alice led us back to the
sofa, one contented dog and one dazed human.“What did you think?” Cathy asked. “Amazing,
isn’t it?”“Uh, yeah. It’s really . . . different.” He didn’t say a word about feeling terrified.CHAPTER
2Enjoy the RideBefore meeting Matt, I lived in the kennels at the guide dog school. I’d come to
train there when I was a puppy, one-human-year old, and stayed until I was two years old and
met Matt. The kennel was an exciting place to live. So many other dogs, so many great smells,
so much fun! There was always plenty of company and lots of chances to play with my new
friends. I remember when I first moved in; I was so excited to be running with a black lab named
Sammy that I didn’t look where I was going and scraped my belly on a ledge. Youch! I had to go
to the medical center and get stitches. Not a fun time.From that little snafu I learned to be calmer
and more deliberate—no more racing around all the time. Instead I would grab a bone during
playtime and climb to the highest point in the play area so that I could oversee the action. I
realized how silly it was to run myself ragged when I could be perfectly content chewing my
bone, watching the others, and taking it easy.Later, after we got to know each other, Matt teased
me that I was lazy. But this wasn’t really the case. I just didn’t see the point of a lot of
unnecessary movement; I preferred economizing my effort. Besides, a lazy dog wouldn’t want to
do his job. I, however, enjoyed my work as a guide. It gave me a purpose and entry to the outside
world. Even during training I was happy to have someone throw on my harness and take me out
to learn a new command. Left, right, straight, find the steps. I learned them all without a single
complaint. This is more than I can say for Matt.I remember our first outdoor route together. For
several days after we met, Matt had practiced walking with me inside our dormitory. Up and
down the halls, I led him at a sedate pace. But we had never been outside. On that day, we
waited in a lounge that led to a practice course set up on campus. The early August weather of
southern Oregon was a little breezy, but it was perfect for walking outside, enjoying the fresh air
and sun. I lay on the floor beside Katie, a fetching golden retriever with a shapely tail. Despite all
the training I’d undergone, I couldn’t resist giving her a quick sniff.“Are you nervous?” Cathy sat
beside Matt on the sofa. She was a retrain. Katie, I’d heard, was her third guide dog.“Nope. I just
want to get out there and do it.”“Yeah, I know what you mean. I’m ready to go, too.” Just then she
was called to the door by one of the instructors.“Good luck,” he said.“Thanks,” she replied,
cheerfully, and she and Katie were gone. A few minutes later, the two were back, the dog
panting, the woman flushed with pleasure.“How’d it go?” Matt asked.“It was great! Katie moves
so fast. It’s amazing the difference a young guide dog makes.”I see now he didn’t quite get what



she meant. How could he? I was his first guide dog.“Matt and Gilcrest,” Alice called. “You’re up.”
Matt hadn’t gotten the instructors on board to my recent name change yet, having decided to
phase it in discreetly.We met Alice at the door, and she continued. “This is a short course that’ll
take you about five minutes. There are some ramps, and Gilcrest will slow down as you pass
over them. You’ll feel him make some slight turns. This is him maneuvering you around the
obstacles on the course.”“Sounds good.” Matt smiled confidently.“Okay, whenever you’re
ready.”“Gilly, forward,” he commanded, and we were off. I walked at a brisk trot. I was at home on
this obstacle course and intended to show my human what I could do. I pulled him through sharp
turns, going up and down slopes, dodging obstacles in the path.Behind me, Matt stumbled
along like a drunken sailor. It was a new kind of locomotion that must’ve felt totally unnatural. The
harness handle pulled him forward in rhythmic jerks that reflected the rise and fall of my body as
I trotted. I smelled his clammy skin and felt the tension in his arm gripping my harness. He was
terrified. He pulled back on the harness handle to get me to slow down. Instead, I sped up. I
couldn’t help it. I’d been taught to tug harder against greater pressure from behind. The more he
pulled against me, the faster I went. I sensed his growing terror as we whizzed around the
course.Stop pulling so hard on my harness if you wanna slow down, I thought. But, he kept right
on pulling, and I kept right on going, my speed mounting. Finally, it was too much for him. In
desperation, he let go. I immediately stopped moving.“Don’t let go of the harness handle,” Alice
called from the door. This was, in fact, rule number one of guide dog school. Letting go of the
harness handle was akin to letting go of the rope while waterskiing. At least that’s what the
instructors always said. I, myself, had never tried waterskiing. Matt stood there, silently torn.
Picking up the handle meant plunging back into the obstacle course. Not picking up the handle
meant admitting to the watching instructor just how scared he was.Trust me. I won’t run you into
anything. I’m a professional.But he didn’t trust me. I saw that clearly. His only motivation for
throwing himself back into the guide work now was to save face. He could show his vulnerability
and fail to complete the course or continue to get yanked around by a dog and finish what he’d
started. Against great resistance, he picked up the harness handle once again.Attaboy!It struck
me then that his pride might have its usefulness after all. He was following me to save face, but
at least he was following me. Hopefully, trust would come in time.Bracing himself, he urged me
forward. We were off again. I took him through the rest of the course and came to a stop in front
of Alice, panting happily in the flush of accomplishment. I had completed the course flawlessly
despite my jittery cargo.“Good job, guys.”“Thanks.” Matt was apparently in mild shock. His pulse
beat rapidly as he stood on wobbly legs at the door to go back inside. He dropped my harness
handle, and Alice led us back to the sofa, one contented dog and one dazed human.“What did
you think?” Cathy asked. “Amazing, isn’t it?”“Uh, yeah. It’s really . . . different.” He didn’t say a
word about feeling terrified.CHAPTER 2Enjoy the RideBefore meeting Matt, I lived in the
kennels at the guide dog school. I’d come to train there when I was a puppy, one-human-year
old, and stayed until I was two years old and met Matt. The kennel was an exciting place to live.
So many other dogs, so many great smells, so much fun! There was always plenty of company



and lots of chances to play with my new friends. I remember when I first moved in; I was so
excited to be running with a black lab named Sammy that I didn’t look where I was going and
scraped my belly on a ledge. Youch! I had to go to the medical center and get stitches. Not a fun
time.From that little snafu I learned to be calmer and more deliberate—no more racing around all
the time. Instead I would grab a bone during playtime and climb to the highest point in the play
area so that I could oversee the action. I realized how silly it was to run myself ragged when I
could be perfectly content chewing my bone, watching the others, and taking it easy.Later, after
we got to know each other, Matt teased me that I was lazy. But this wasn’t really the case. I just
didn’t see the point of a lot of unnecessary movement; I preferred economizing my effort.
Besides, a lazy dog wouldn’t want to do his job. I, however, enjoyed my work as a guide. It gave
me a purpose and entry to the outside world. Even during training I was happy to have someone
throw on my harness and take me out to learn a new command. Left, right, straight, find the
steps. I learned them all without a single complaint. This is more than I can say for Matt.I
remember our first outdoor route together. For several days after we met, Matt had practiced
walking with me inside our dormitory. Up and down the halls, I led him at a sedate pace. But we
had never been outside. On that day, we waited in a lounge that led to a practice course set up
on campus. The early August weather of southern Oregon was a little breezy, but it was perfect
for walking outside, enjoying the fresh air and sun. I lay on the floor beside Katie, a fetching
golden retriever with a shapely tail. Despite all the training I’d undergone, I couldn’t resist giving
her a quick sniff.“Are you nervous?” Cathy sat beside Matt on the sofa. She was a retrain. Katie,
I’d heard, was her third guide dog.“Nope. I just want to get out there and do it.”“Yeah, I know what
you mean. I’m ready to go, too.” Just then she was called to the door by one of the
instructors.“Good luck,” he said.“Thanks,” she replied, cheerfully, and she and Katie were gone.
A few minutes later, the two were back, the dog panting, the woman flushed with
pleasure.“How’d it go?” Matt asked.“It was great! Katie moves so fast. It’s amazing the difference
a young guide dog makes.”I see now he didn’t quite get what she meant. How could he? I was
his first guide dog.“Matt and Gilcrest,” Alice called. “You’re up.” Matt hadn’t gotten the instructors
on board to my recent name change yet, having decided to phase it in discreetly.We met Alice at
the door, and she continued. “This is a short course that’ll take you about five minutes. There are
some ramps, and Gilcrest will slow down as you pass over them. You’ll feel him make some
slight turns. This is him maneuvering you around the obstacles on the course.”“Sounds good.”
Matt smiled confidently.“Okay, whenever you’re ready.”“Gilly, forward,” he commanded, and we
were off. I walked at a brisk trot. I was at home on this obstacle course and intended to show my
human what I could do. I pulled him through sharp turns, going up and down slopes, dodging
obstacles in the path.Behind me, Matt stumbled along like a drunken sailor. It was a new kind of
locomotion that must’ve felt totally unnatural. The harness handle pulled him forward in rhythmic
jerks that reflected the rise and fall of my body as I trotted. I smelled his clammy skin and felt the
tension in his arm gripping my harness. He was terrified. He pulled back on the harness handle
to get me to slow down. Instead, I sped up. I couldn’t help it. I’d been taught to tug harder against



greater pressure from behind. The more he pulled against me, the faster I went. I sensed his
growing terror as we whizzed around the course.Stop pulling so hard on my harness if you
wanna slow down, I thought. But, he kept right on pulling, and I kept right on going, my speed
mounting. Finally, it was too much for him. In desperation, he let go. I immediately stopped
moving.“Don’t let go of the harness handle,” Alice called from the door. This was, in fact, rule
number one of guide dog school. Letting go of the harness handle was akin to letting go of the
rope while waterskiing. At least that’s what the instructors always said. I, myself, had never tried
waterskiing. Matt stood there, silently torn. Picking up the handle meant plunging back into the
obstacle course. Not picking up the handle meant admitting to the watching instructor just how
scared he was.Trust me. I won’t run you into anything. I’m a professional.But he didn’t trust me. I
saw that clearly. His only motivation for throwing himself back into the guide work now was to
save face. He could show his vulnerability and fail to complete the course or continue to get
yanked around by a dog and finish what he’d started. Against great resistance, he picked up the
harness handle once again.Attaboy!It struck me then that his pride might have its usefulness
after all. He was following me to save face, but at least he was following me. Hopefully, trust
would come in time.Bracing himself, he urged me forward. We were off again. I took him through
the rest of the course and came to a stop in front of Alice, panting happily in the flush of
accomplishment. I had completed the course flawlessly despite my jittery cargo.“Good job,
guys.”“Thanks.” Matt was apparently in mild shock. His pulse beat rapidly as he stood on wobbly
legs at the door to go back inside. He dropped my harness handle, and Alice led us back to the
sofa, one contented dog and one dazed human.“What did you think?” Cathy asked. “Amazing,
isn’t it?”“Uh, yeah. It’s really . . . different.” He didn’t say a word about feeling terrified.CHAPTER
3Facing the MusicLike so many new partners, Matt and I continued to have communication
issues, and even the simplest undertaking became a challenge. The first time Matt asked me to
turn right, he issued the command and twisted awkwardly. I just stood there, confused. I knew he
was asking me to do something, but his body language wasn’t reinforcing any of the maneuvers
I’d learned. He tried again, but the second effort was no better. Like a puppy chasing his tail, he
was all over the place.To ask me to turn right, Matt was supposed to step back with his left foot
and pivot his body. Without these essential movements to activate my prior training, I was
clueless. As I would discover, body language was not his strong suit.During those first few days,
Matt would come back from routes frustrated and exhausted. It was natural, I knew. Guide work
was totally new to him, and some initial faltering and floundering was understandable. What was
surprising was how little I heard him voice his frustrations to his roommate, other students, staff,
or even his family. He just plowed through the days and let his feelings intensify until he was
enveloped in a sour-smelling gloom.One night he sagged onto the bed as usual, then roused
himself and picked up his guitar. He began to pluck the strings, producing delicate harmonic
patterns. I listened from the side of the bed, my head on my paw. I was struck by the music’s
poignancy. What he expressed through the notes was more vivid and intimate than anything I’d
heard in his words. Ghostly doubts rode airily on the waves of sound. He felt ashamed and



incompetent. I could almost hear the lyrics in his head. Should I be here? Can I make it? Do I
really belong?“Wow!” Chuck said, entering the room. “That’s really good! How long’ve you been
playing?”Matt took a deep breath. “Since I was sixteen. I guess that makes six years.”“Seriously,
you can really make some music. I wish I could do that.”“You could. It’s hard at first, but then it
gets easier.” His fingers danced lightly over the fretboard. “So, how was your route today with
Zelda?”“It was great! She’s like such an expert. It’s so cool walking with her. How was
Guildenstern?”“Um . . . he was okay.”Chuck came over and patted my head. I licked my lips and
looked at him in appreciation. “Did you use his new name while you were working?”“No, I’ve
been calling him Gilly.”“Oh, that’s good. You can switch it up gradually.”They fell into
conversation. Matt talked about returning to his senior year of college that fall, Chuck about his
job transcribing braille.“I learned braille when I was in grade school,” Matt said. “Basically, my
mom forced me to. My vision was always iffy, and she figured if I lost it I’d have something to fall
back on. I hated doing it but I finally got the foundation down.”“That’s good.” Chuck smiled. “Hard
at first, but then it gets easier.”“I guess you’re right. The funny part is that I’ve hardly used it at all
since, uh, losing my sight. I mostly use talking computers and audio books.”“Well, technology’s a
great resource. I still like knowing braille, though.”After a few minutes Chuck went back to his
room, leaving a lighter mood behind. Without even meaning to he had lifted Matt’s spirits with his
infectiously positive attitude. I rolled over and sighed with relief. It felt much more pleasant here
now.Matt dug into his pocket and pulled out a small electronic device. He repeatedly pushed one
of its buttons, and the device played messages in his voice. There were to-do lists, song
fragments, and phone numbers. He stopped at one of the recordings, a phone number.
Someone named Amanda. I felt his pulse quicken as nervousness took hold. With a strange
mixture of dread and excitement, he reached for the phone.“Hi. Amanda? It’s Matt.” He listened
for several seconds.“Good. How are you? I guess it’s been awhile since we’ve talked. I was just
wondering how your summer’s going.”There was a pause on Matt’s end while I heard a female
voice come faintly from the receiver.“Oh, yeah?” Matt said. He laughed nervously. “Well, maybe
it’ll be more exciting once school starts up again. Hard to believe it’s less than a month away.” He
seemed to be straining in this conversation.Come on, just relax.“Yeah, I’m with him right now,
actually. We just ran a route today. It’s been kinda tough, though. I just wasn’t prepared for—well,
it’s a strange sensation. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Sort of a jerky, up and down
movement. It’s kind of hard to explain.”He was walking back and forth in the small area next to
his bed. “Yeah, maybe like riding a horse. I’ve only been on a horse once in my life, so I’m no
expert. But imagine walking behind the horse blindfolded. It was crazy!”There was a lengthy
reply on the other end.“Oh, that’s cool. Barry’s a nice guy.” His voice had gone flat.Matt made a
few more polite remarks. He explained that he would be living in a house off campus with some
friends and that she should stop by and visit. Was she sure she had his phone number?He hung
up the phone and lay back on his bed, staring listlessly into space. I could see the call hadn’t
gone the way he’d wanted. Whoever this Amanda girl was, it seemed to me he wanted
something from her that she wasn’t giving him. I knew what that felt like. Right then I wanted my



belly rubbed, but Matt was too wrapped up in his angst-filled girl chasing to notice. I rolled over
and fell into a nap.I’m chasing my old buddy, Helmholtz, around the yard. What fun! He’s my best
friend. We eat from the same bowl, sleep alongside one another, and play together in the
backyard. Right now he’s trying to get my bone out of my mouth, but I won’t let him have it. It’s
my bone and it’s good to chomp on. Then Erin opens the back door and calls us in for dinner. Ah,
Erin. Her voice always sounds so sweet when she’s talking about kibble. I race Helmholtz to be
the first inside. Erin greets us in the doorway, laughing. I like her laugh. It’s so infectious. I sneeze
happily, following Helmholtz into the kitchen, drooling in anticipation of what’s coming.I woke up
suddenly. The room was dark. Matt was already asleep, his breath rising and falling steadily from
the bed. I licked my paw, drowsily. It had been such a nice dream. That first year of my life with
Erin and Helmholtz seemed so vivid compared to this confusing guide work, this unhappy
human. It’s not that I regretted being at the school. I knew I was here for a purpose. But, still, I
wondered how Helmholtz was doing. Would I ever see Erin again?CHAPTER 3Facing the
MusicLike so many new partners, Matt and I continued to have communication issues, and even
the simplest undertaking became a challenge. The first time Matt asked me to turn right, he
issued the command and twisted awkwardly. I just stood there, confused. I knew he was asking
me to do something, but his body language wasn’t reinforcing any of the maneuvers I’d learned.
He tried again, but the second effort was no better. Like a puppy chasing his tail, he was all over
the place.To ask me to turn right, Matt was supposed to step back with his left foot and pivot his
body. Without these essential movements to activate my prior training, I was clueless. As I would
discover, body language was not his strong suit.During those first few days, Matt would come
back from routes frustrated and exhausted. It was natural, I knew. Guide work was totally new to
him, and some initial faltering and floundering was understandable. What was surprising was
how little I heard him voice his frustrations to his roommate, other students, staff, or even his
family. He just plowed through the days and let his feelings intensify until he was enveloped in a
sour-smelling gloom.One night he sagged onto the bed as usual, then roused himself and
picked up his guitar. He began to pluck the strings, producing delicate harmonic patterns. I
listened from the side of the bed, my head on my paw. I was struck by the music’s poignancy.
What he expressed through the notes was more vivid and intimate than anything I’d heard in his
words. Ghostly doubts rode airily on the waves of sound. He felt ashamed and incompetent. I
could almost hear the lyrics in his head. Should I be here? Can I make it? Do I really
belong?“Wow!” Chuck said, entering the room. “That’s really good! How long’ve you been
playing?”Matt took a deep breath. “Since I was sixteen. I guess that makes six years.”“Seriously,
you can really make some music. I wish I could do that.”“You could. It’s hard at first, but then it
gets easier.” His fingers danced lightly over the fretboard. “So, how was your route today with
Zelda?”“It was great! She’s like such an expert. It’s so cool walking with her. How was
Guildenstern?”“Um . . . he was okay.”Chuck came over and patted my head. I licked my lips and
looked at him in appreciation. “Did you use his new name while you were working?”“No, I’ve
been calling him Gilly.”“Oh, that’s good. You can switch it up gradually.”They fell into



conversation. Matt talked about returning to his senior year of college that fall, Chuck about his
job transcribing braille.“I learned braille when I was in grade school,” Matt said. “Basically, my
mom forced me to. My vision was always iffy, and she figured if I lost it I’d have something to fall
back on. I hated doing it but I finally got the foundation down.”“That’s good.” Chuck smiled. “Hard
at first, but then it gets easier.”“I guess you’re right. The funny part is that I’ve hardly used it at all
since, uh, losing my sight. I mostly use talking computers and audio books.”“Well, technology’s a
great resource. I still like knowing braille, though.”After a few minutes Chuck went back to his
room, leaving a lighter mood behind. Without even meaning to he had lifted Matt’s spirits with his
infectiously positive attitude. I rolled over and sighed with relief. It felt much more pleasant here
now.Matt dug into his pocket and pulled out a small electronic device. He repeatedly pushed one
of its buttons, and the device played messages in his voice. There were to-do lists, song
fragments, and phone numbers. He stopped at one of the recordings, a phone number.
Someone named Amanda. I felt his pulse quicken as nervousness took hold. With a strange
mixture of dread and excitement, he reached for the phone.“Hi. Amanda? It’s Matt.” He listened
for several seconds.“Good. How are you? I guess it’s been awhile since we’ve talked. I was just
wondering how your summer’s going.”There was a pause on Matt’s end while I heard a female
voice come faintly from the receiver.“Oh, yeah?” Matt said. He laughed nervously. “Well, maybe
it’ll be more exciting once school starts up again. Hard to believe it’s less than a month away.” He
seemed to be straining in this conversation.Come on, just relax.“Yeah, I’m with him right now,
actually. We just ran a route today. It’s been kinda tough, though. I just wasn’t prepared for—well,
it’s a strange sensation. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Sort of a jerky, up and down
movement. It’s kind of hard to explain.”He was walking back and forth in the small area next to
his bed. “Yeah, maybe like riding a horse. I’ve only been on a horse once in my life, so I’m no
expert. But imagine walking behind the horse blindfolded. It was crazy!”There was a lengthy
reply on the other end.“Oh, that’s cool. Barry’s a nice guy.” His voice had gone flat.Matt made a
few more polite remarks. He explained that he would be living in a house off campus with some
friends and that she should stop by and visit. Was she sure she had his phone number?He hung
up the phone and lay back on his bed, staring listlessly into space. I could see the call hadn’t
gone the way he’d wanted. Whoever this Amanda girl was, it seemed to me he wanted
something from her that she wasn’t giving him. I knew what that felt like. Right then I wanted my
belly rubbed, but Matt was too wrapped up in his angst-filled girl chasing to notice. I rolled over
and fell into a nap.I’m chasing my old buddy, Helmholtz, around the yard. What fun! He’s my best
friend. We eat from the same bowl, sleep alongside one another, and play together in the
backyard. Right now he’s trying to get my bone out of my mouth, but I won’t let him have it. It’s
my bone and it’s good to chomp on. Then Erin opens the back door and calls us in for dinner. Ah,
Erin. Her voice always sounds so sweet when she’s talking about kibble. I race Helmholtz to be
the first inside. Erin greets us in the doorway, laughing. I like her laugh. It’s so infectious. I sneeze
happily, following Helmholtz into the kitchen, drooling in anticipation of what’s coming.I woke up
suddenly. The room was dark. Matt was already asleep, his breath rising and falling steadily from



the bed. I licked my paw, drowsily. It had been such a nice dream. That first year of my life with
Erin and Helmholtz seemed so vivid compared to this confusing guide work, this unhappy
human. It’s not that I regretted being at the school. I knew I was here for a purpose. But, still, I
wondered how Helmholtz was doing. Would I ever see Erin again?CHAPTER 3Facing the
MusicLike so many new partners, Matt and I continued to have communication issues, and even
the simplest undertaking became a challenge. The first time Matt asked me to turn right, he
issued the command and twisted awkwardly. I just stood there, confused. I knew he was asking
me to do something, but his body language wasn’t reinforcing any of the maneuvers I’d learned.
He tried again, but the second effort was no better. Like a puppy chasing his tail, he was all over
the place. To ask me to turn right, Matt was supposed to step back with his left foot and pivot his
body. Without these essential movements to activate my prior training, I was clueless. As I would
discover, body language was not his strong suit.During those first few days, Matt would come
back from routes frustrated and exhausted. It was natural, I knew. Guide work was totally new to
him, and some initial faltering and floundering was understandable. What was surprising was
how little I heard him voice his frustrations to his roommate, other students, staff, or even his
family. He just plowed through the days and let his feelings intensify until he was enveloped in a
sour-smelling gloom.One night he sagged onto the bed as usual, then roused himself and
picked up his guitar. He began to pluck the strings, producing delicate harmonic patterns. I
listened from the side of the bed, my head on my paw. I was struck by the music’s poignancy.
What he expressed through the notes was more vivid and intimate than anything I’d heard in his
words. Ghostly doubts rode airily on the waves of sound. He felt ashamed and incompetent. I
could almost hear the lyrics in his head. Should I be here? Can I make it? Do I really belong?
“Wow!” Chuck said, entering the room. “That’s really good! How long’ve you been playing?”Matt
took a deep breath. “Since I was sixteen. I guess that makes six years.”“Seriously, you can really
make some music. I wish I could do that.”“You could. It’s hard at first, but then it gets easier.” His
fingers danced lightly over the fretboard. “So, how was your route today with Zelda?”“It was
great! She’s like such an expert. It’s so cool walking with her. How was Guildenstern?”“Um . . . he
was okay.”Chuck came over and patted my head. I licked my lips and looked at him in
appreciation. “Did you use his new name while you were working?”“No, I’ve been calling him
Gilly.”“Oh, that’s good. You can switch it up gradually.”They fell into conversation. Matt talked
about returning to his senior year of college that fall, Chuck about his job transcribing braille.“I
learned braille when I was in grade school,” Matt said. “Basically, my mom forced me to. My
vision was always iffy, and she figured if I lost it I’d have something to fall back on. I hated doing it
but I finally got the foundation down.”“That’s good.” Chuck smiled. “Hard at first, but then it gets
easier.”“I guess you’re right. The funny part is that I’ve hardly used it at all since, uh, losing my
sight. I mostly use talking computers and audio books.”“Well, technology’s a great resource. I still
like knowing braille, though.”After a few minutes Chuck went back to his room, leaving a lighter
mood behind. Without even meaning to he had lifted Matt’s spirits with his infectiously positive
attitude. I rolled over and sighed with relief. It felt much more pleasant here now.Matt dug into his



pocket and pulled out a small electronic device. He repeatedly pushed one of its buttons, and
the device played messages in his voice. There were to-do lists, song fragments, and phone
numbers. He stopped at one of the recordings, a phone number. Someone named Amanda. I felt
his pulse quicken as nervousness took hold. With a strange mixture of dread and excitement, he
reached for the phone.“Hi. Amanda? It’s Matt.” He listened for several seconds.“Good. How are
you? I guess it’s been awhile since we’ve talked. I was just wondering how your summer’s
going.”There was a pause on Matt’s end while I heard a female voice come faintly from the
receiver.“Oh, yeah?” Matt said. He laughed nervously. “Well, maybe it’ll be more exciting once
school starts up again. Hard to believe it’s less than a month away.” He seemed to be straining in
this conversation.Come on, just relax.“Yeah, I’m with him right now, actually. We just ran a route
today. It’s been kinda tough, though. I just wasn’t prepared for—well, it’s a strange sensation.
Like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Sort of a jerky, up and down movement. It’s kind of
hard to explain.”He was walking back and forth in the small area next to his bed. “Yeah, maybe
like riding a horse. I’ve only been on a horse once in my life, so I’m no expert. But imagine
walking behind the horse blindfolded. It was crazy!”There was a lengthy reply on the other
end.“Oh, that’s cool. Barry’s a nice guy.” His voice had gone flat.Matt made a few more polite
remarks. He explained that he would be living in a house off campus with some friends and that
she should stop by and visit. Was she sure she had his phone number?He hung up the phone
and lay back on his bed, staring listlessly into space. I could see the call hadn’t gone the way
he’d wanted. Whoever this Amanda girl was, it seemed to me he wanted something from her that
she wasn’t giving him. I knew what that felt like. Right then I wanted my belly rubbed, but Matt
was too wrapped up in his angst-filled girl chasing to notice. I rolled over and fell into a nap.I’m
chasing my old buddy, Helmholtz, around the yard. What fun! He’s my best friend. We eat from
the same bowl, sleep alongside one another, and play together in the backyard. Right now he’s
trying to get my bone out of my mouth, but I won’t let him have it. It’s my bone and it’s good to
chomp on. Then Erin opens the back door and calls us in for dinner. Ah, Erin. Her voice always
sounds so sweet when she’s talking about kibble. I race Helmholtz to be the first inside. Erin
greets us in the doorway, laughing. I like her laugh. It’s so infectious. I sneeze happily, following
Helmholtz into the kitchen, drooling in anticipation of what’s coming.I woke up suddenly. The
room was dark. Matt was already asleep, his breath rising and falling steadily from the bed. I
licked my paw, drowsily. It had been such a nice dream. That first year of my life with Erin and
Helmholtz seemed so vivid compared to this confusing guide work, this unhappy human. It’s not
that I regretted being at the school. I knew I was here for a purpose. But, still, I wondered how
Helmholtz was doing. Would I ever see Erin again?CHAPTER 4Escalating TensionsThe next
day eleven students, eleven dogs, and two instructors loaded into a bus headed for the
shopping mall where the students would practice new commands. Matt sat down in an empty
seat, and I flopped at his feet. My large Labrador bulk took up most of the foot room in front of his
seat and the empty seat next to him. I wasn’t worried. The bus was big, and there was enough
room for each student and dog team to sit alone.“Okay, everyone,” Joanne said as the bus driver



started the engine. “We’re going to practice having the dogs sit in front of you on the bus today.
We want to prepare you for crowded city buses where you won’t be able to let your dog take up
another passenger’s space.”So much for my beauty rest.Matt had begun allowing me to sleep
with him, and I made the most of my new bed privileges. I enjoyed spreading out during the night
and would often wake in the morning feeling Matt’s feet pushing into my side. It wasn’t the most
comfortable of sensations, and now seemed like a good time to catch up on my sleep.“Gilly, sit,”
Matt told me. Obediently, I sat up. “Good boy.”I sat facing him, my head almost in his lap. I was
glad to oblige, but this position was far from comfortable. A minute or so later my head was
resting on the seat between his legs. He patted me affectionately. This was a little better but still
not quite right. After a few more minutes, I slipped my head off the seat and collapsed in a heap
on the floor.Ah! This was the position I was looking for. I knew that it would be hard for me to
practice sitting up while lying down. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to break from my comfortable
position. Apparently, Matt couldn’t be bothered either because he let me be.Good boy, I
thought.The next minute we heard a voice. “Matt.” It was Alice. “Can you have Gilcrest sit up for a
little longer?”I looked up, guiltily. I had gotten him in trouble.“Oh, okay,” he said, embarrassed. He
told me to sit up.I pretended not to hear him. It was nothing personal; I just found sitting up so
tiresome. Tiresome and pointless, especially when there was so much floor space going to
waste.“Tell him to sit up, and pat your leg for emphasis,” Alice said.He did, and I sat up.“Good
boy, Gilcrest,” she enthused.I graciously received her praise, then lay back down again.“Gilly,
sit!” Matt slapped his knee as if it were on fire. This time I didn’t budge. I wasn’t falling for that one
again.Matt stopped to listen. I think he was straining to hear whether any of the teams around us
were having the conflict of interest we were struggling with. From the floor, I noticed that the
guide dogs across the aisle were sitting up attentively. Matt was probably wondering how he had
been so lucky as to be partnered with the laziest dog in the class. I wasn’t being lazy, of course. I
was simply practicing an economy of effort. But, at that moment he wasn’t seeing the big picture.
He wanted me to take him seriously and sit up. I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful. All I wanted
was to take a little nap.Alice sat down in the seat next to me and had me sit up. At the first sign of
a slouch, she told me to sit, taking my collar and pulling me up to reinforce the command. Matt
kept his knees on either side of me to lock me into position as best he could. But I saw no reason
to imagine the unhappy predicament of a crowded bus with nowhere to lie down. Our bus wasn’t
crowded. In fact, there was plenty of room to spread out. Why deny myself the luxuries at hand?
Humans could be so stubborn.After a few more slouches and a few more “sit” commands, we
finally reached a compromise in which I leaned against Matt’s leg for support, my head resting
on his thigh.“Okay, Matt,” Alice said at last. “I think he gets the point. We can let him lie down
now.” She left her seat next to him and returned to the front of the bus.I smelled Matt’s
aggravation at the sudden change of tactics. The goal of getting me to sit up had been declared
accomplished with us still only halfway to our destination. Not only couldn’t he get me to sit up,
but, he had had no say in the sudden reversal in my favor.I flopped exhaustedly onto the floor
with a heavy sigh. It felt good to lie down. I didn’t understand the sudden change in bus-riding



protocol any more than Matt did, but I let it go. It was just one of many things that was out of my
control.When I lived with Erin, she’d given me a crate that she’d coax me into for naps or when
she had to leave the house without me. At first I hated it. I’d whine every time she got me to go
inside it. Gradually, though, I got used to the idea. It was a comfortable place, safe and warm. I
could stand up and turn around, go to sleep, or chew on my bone whenever I wanted. I was
completely free within its limits. I gradually learned that there was a lot I couldn’t change about
the world. The size of my crate and when I had to go inside it were up to Erin. But, within certain
parameters, I was free. Free to lick myself, free to dream.As I lay on the floor, I watched Matt
through one half-opened eye. He was still visibly upset, stewing in his anger over the sitting
thing. I guess he probably wasn’t crate trained.CHAPTER 4Escalating TensionsThe next day
eleven students, eleven dogs, and two instructors loaded into a bus headed for the shopping
mall where the students would practice new commands. Matt sat down in an empty seat, and I
flopped at his feet. My large Labrador bulk took up most of the foot room in front of his seat and
the empty seat next to him. I wasn’t worried. The bus was big, and there was enough room for
each student and dog team to sit alone.“Okay, everyone,” Joanne said as the bus driver started
the engine. “We’re going to practice having the dogs sit in front of you on the bus today. We want
to prepare you for crowded city buses where you won’t be able to let your dog take up another
passenger’s space.”So much for my beauty rest.Matt had begun allowing me to sleep with him,
and I made the most of my new bed privileges. I enjoyed spreading out during the night and
would often wake in the morning feeling Matt’s feet pushing into my side. It wasn’t the most
comfortable of sensations, and now seemed like a good time to catch up on my sleep.“Gilly, sit,”
Matt told me. Obediently, I sat up. “Good boy.”I sat facing him, my head almost in his lap. I was
glad to oblige, but this position was far from comfortable. A minute or so later my head was
resting on the seat between his legs. He patted me affectionately. This was a little better but still
not quite right. After a few more minutes, I slipped my head off the seat and collapsed in a heap
on the floor.Ah! This was the position I was looking for. I knew that it would be hard for me to
practice sitting up while lying down. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to break from my comfortable
position. Apparently, Matt couldn’t be bothered either because he let me be.Good boy, I
thought.The next minute we heard a voice. “Matt.” It was Alice. “Can you have Gilcrest sit up for a
little longer?”I looked up, guiltily. I had gotten him in trouble.“Oh, okay,” he said, embarrassed. He
told me to sit up.I pretended not to hear him. It was nothing personal; I just found sitting up so
tiresome. Tiresome and pointless, especially when there was so much floor space going to
waste.“Tell him to sit up, and pat your leg for emphasis,” Alice said.He did, and I sat up.“Good
boy, Gilcrest,” she enthused.I graciously received her praise, then lay back down again.“Gilly,
sit!” Matt slapped his knee as if it were on fire. This time I didn’t budge. I wasn’t falling for that one
again.Matt stopped to listen. I think he was straining to hear whether any of the teams around us
were having the conflict of interest we were struggling with. From the floor, I noticed that the
guide dogs across the aisle were sitting up attentively. Matt was probably wondering how he had
been so lucky as to be partnered with the laziest dog in the class. I wasn’t being lazy, of course. I



was simply practicing an economy of effort. But, at that moment he wasn’t seeing the big picture.
He wanted me to take him seriously and sit up. I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful. All I wanted
was to take a little nap.Alice sat down in the seat next to me and had me sit up. At the first sign of
a slouch, she told me to sit, taking my collar and pulling me up to reinforce the command. Matt
kept his knees on either side of me to lock me into position as best he could. But I saw no reason
to imagine the unhappy predicament of a crowded bus with nowhere to lie down. Our bus wasn’t
crowded. In fact, there was plenty of room to spread out. Why deny myself the luxuries at hand?
Humans could be so stubborn.After a few more slouches and a few more “sit” commands, we
finally reached a compromise in which I leaned against Matt’s leg for support, my head resting
on his thigh.“Okay, Matt,” Alice said at last. “I think he gets the point. We can let him lie down
now.” She left her seat next to him and returned to the front of the bus.I smelled Matt’s
aggravation at the sudden change of tactics. The goal of getting me to sit up had been declared
accomplished with us still only halfway to our destination. Not only couldn’t he get me to sit up,
but, he had had no say in the sudden reversal in my favor.I flopped exhaustedly onto the floor
with a heavy sigh. It felt good to lie down. I didn’t understand the sudden change in bus-riding
protocol any more than Matt did, but I let it go. It was just one of many things that was out of my
control.When I lived with Erin, she’d given me a crate that she’d coax me into for naps or when
she had to leave the house without me. At first I hated it. I’d whine every time she got me to go
inside it. Gradually, though, I got used to the idea. It was a comfortable place, safe and warm. I
could stand up and turn around, go to sleep, or chew on my bone whenever I wanted. I was
completely free within its limits. I gradually learned that there was a lot I couldn’t change about
the world. The size of my crate and when I had to go inside it were up to Erin. But, within certain
parameters, I was free. Free to lick myself, free to dream.As I lay on the floor, I watched Matt
through one half-opened eye. He was still visibly upset, stewing in his anger over the sitting
thing. I guess he probably wasn’t crate trained.CHAPTER 4Escalating TensionsThe next day
eleven students, eleven dogs, and two instructors loaded into a bus headed for the shopping
mall where the students would practice new commands. Matt sat down in an empty seat, and I
flopped at his feet. My large Labrador bulk took up most of the foot room in front of his seat and
the empty seat next to him. I wasn’t worried. The bus was big, and there was enough room for
each student and dog team to sit alone.“Okay, everyone,” Joanne said as the bus driver started
the engine. “We’re going to practice having the dogs sit in front of you on the bus today. We want
to prepare you for crowded city buses where you won’t be able to let your dog take up another
passenger’s space.”So much for my beauty rest.Matt had begun allowing me to sleep with him,
and I made the most of my new bed privileges. I enjoyed spreading out during the night and
would often wake in the morning feeling Matt’s feet pushing into my side. It wasn’t the most
comfortable of sensations, and now seemed like a good time to catch up on my sleep.“Gilly, sit,”
Matt told me. Obediently, I sat up. “Good boy.”I sat facing him, my head almost in his lap. I was
glad to oblige, but this position was far from comfortable. A minute or so later my head was
resting on the seat between his legs. He patted me affectionately. This was a little better but still



not quite right. After a few more minutes, I slipped my head off the seat and collapsed in a heap
on the floor.Ah! This was the position I was looking for. I knew that it would be hard for me to
practice sitting up while lying down. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to break from my comfortable
position. Apparently, Matt couldn’t be bothered either because he let me be.Good boy, I
thought.The next minute we heard a voice. “Matt.” It was Alice. “Can you have Gilcrest sit up for a
little longer?”I looked up, guiltily. I had gotten him in trouble.“Oh, okay,” he said, embarrassed. He
told me to sit up.I pretended not to hear him. It was nothing personal; I just found sitting up so
tiresome. Tiresome and pointless, especially when there was so much floor space going to
waste.“Tell him to sit up, and pat your leg for emphasis,” Alice said.He did, and I sat up.“Good
boy, Gilcrest,” she enthused.I graciously received her praise, then lay back down again.“Gilly,
sit!” Matt slapped his knee as if it were on fire. This time I didn’t budge. I wasn’t falling for that one
again.Matt stopped to listen. I think he was straining to hear whether any of the teams around us
were having the conflict of interest we were struggling with. From the floor, I noticed that the
guide dogs across the aisle were sitting up attentively. Matt was probably wondering how he had
been so lucky as to be partnered with the laziest dog in the class. I wasn’t being lazy, of course. I
was simply practicing an economy of effort. But, at that moment he wasn’t seeing the big picture.
He wanted me to take him seriously and sit up. I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful. All I wanted
was to take a little nap.Alice sat down in the seat next to me and had me sit up. At the first sign of
a slouch, she told me to sit, taking my collar and pulling me up to reinforce the command. Matt
kept his knees on either side of me to lock me into position as best he could. But I saw no reason
to imagine the unhappy predicament of a crowded bus with nowhere to lie down. Our bus wasn’t
crowded. In fact, there was plenty of room to spread out. Why deny myself the luxuries at hand?
Humans could be so stubborn.After a few more slouches and a few more “sit” commands, we
finally reached a compromise in which I leaned against Matt’s leg for support, my head resting
on his thigh.“Okay, Matt,” Alice said at last. “I think he gets the point. We can let him lie down
now.” She left her seat next to him and returned to the front of the bus.I smelled Matt’s
aggravation at the sudden change of tactics. The goal of getting me to sit up had been declared
accomplished with us still only halfway to our destination. Not only couldn’t he get me to sit up,
but, he had had no say in the sudden reversal in my favor.I flopped exhaustedly onto the floor
with a heavy sigh. It felt good to lie down. I didn’t understand the sudden change in bus-riding
protocol any more than Matt did, but I let it go. It was just one of many things that was out of my
control.When I lived with Erin, she’d given me a crate that she’d coax me into for naps or when
she had to leave the house without me. At first I hated it. I’d whine every time she got me to go
inside it. Gradually, though, I got used to the idea. It was a comfortable place, safe and warm. I
could stand up and turn around, go to sleep, or chew on my bone whenever I wanted. I was
completely free within its limits. I gradually learned that there was a lot I couldn’t change about
the world. The size of my crate and when I had to go inside it were up to Erin. But, within certain
parameters, I was free. Free to lick myself, free to dream.As I lay on the floor, I watched Matt
through one half-opened eye. He was still visibly upset, stewing in his anger over the sitting



thing. I guess he probably wasn’t crate trained.CHAPTER 5Business and PleasureMy working
relationship with Matt was rocky at best. But off-duty? It turned out that Matt, at heart, was a dog-
lover. I had learned that, as a kid, he had played constantly with his grandmother’s cocker
spaniel. When he got older, his brother’s white boxer practically became his niece.Then, one
day, I discovered that playtime offered me the best means of communicating with my new
human. I had been having one of my usual dreams, of racing around with Helmholtz, both of us
chasing an old tennis ball. Matt was sitting on the bed, playing a few melancholy chords, when I
was struck with an idea. I went to the corner of our bedroom where I had left my Kong—a hollow,
rubber, snowman-shaped toy which Matt would sometimes fill with several pieces of kibble for
me to try to free. I picked up the Kong, and abandoning my usual subdued manner, I pranced
over to Matt and dropped it on his lap. Then I opened my mouth in a playful snarl and threw my
paws down on the ground. Matt looked up, startled for a second, but then he began laughing.
Soon he was on the floor with me, having some much-needed fun.Every student’s room at the
school had a door leading out onto a fenced-in patio. My human soon learned the best way to
release tension was to grab some toys and hit the patio with me to let loose. Our favorite game
was tug-of-war, which we played with a large plastic ring. I would throw my entire body into the
game, jerking Matt forward, sometimes almost knocking him off balance. He was still hesitant
and didn’t let himself get thrown around too much. If he only used one hand, I was often able to
wrest the ring away from him. Then, just to tease him a little, I would march a proud victory lap
around the enclosure, the ring in my mouth, my tail in the air. Finally, I would bring the ring back
to him so he could have another go. Even in the most frenzied moment of play, I was always
careful to be gentle with him. And, if at any time he wanted to stop and said, “That’s enough,” I
brought our game to an immediate halt and relinquished the ring. Matt marveled at this product
of Erin’s good upbringing.Our off-duty interaction wasn’t all fun and games for him, though.
Along with play, Matt had to learn another important skill that every human companion must
know. He had to pick up after me.He practiced the technique he’d been taught on a long
driveway in front of the school, euphemistically referred to as “the relieving area.” When he took
off my harness, I knew I was discharged of my guide dog responsibilities. With the magic words
“do your business” I began to circle around him, curiously sniffing for signs of other guide dogs
imprinted on the pavement. When the leash went slack, Matt would slide his hand unobtrusively
down it to gently touch my back. If he felt me quivering under my soft fur, he knew I was leaving
something behind.During the first and second weeks, the instructors picked up after us with
shovels. By the third, however, the students were expected to handle the business themselves.
Matt learned to slip a plastic bag around his hand to form a makeshift glove. Bending down to
feel the pavement in ever-widening circles, he located the remains of my hard work. I observed
the face he made as he picked up after me. The smell was clearly far from pleasant for him, and
by the way he held the bag afterwards, I don’t think he liked feeling the warm lumps inside
through the plastic. He was relieved to drop it into a garbage can on our way back inside.One
evening, we were out on the school’s driveway, Matt counting the minutes for the relieving time to



end. I had done my duty that morning, so he wasn’t expecting any more until the next day. Still,
school policy dictated the students wait ten minutes with their dogs during each relieving
session. To pass the time, Matt chatted with the student to his left. Debbie was twenty, the baby
in the class, and newly married.“I’m trying to decide if I should keep letting Guildenstern onto the
bed with me at night,” Matt said. “I mean, I like having him there, but he’s such a hog! I always
wake up in the middle of the night, cramped in one corner with him spread out and taking all the
room.”“Aw, let him sleep with you.” Debbie smiled. “It’s a double bed.”Thanks! I appreciated
hearing the feminine voice of reason weigh in on my behalf.“Yeah,” Matt went on, “but if it’s
cramped now, just imagine when I get back to college and have a single bed again. I don’t want
him to get used to it now and be disappointed later, ya know?”She laughed. “Yeah, I’m going to
be disappointed if I get back home and Jacob hasn’t bought a bed yet.”“You guys don’t have a
bed?” Matt looked incredulous.“We’ve been sleeping on a mattress on the floor since I moved in,
and it’s been like six months.”“Matt!” It was Alice, the instructor on duty. “Gilcrest did his
business.”My human jolted into action. He got a bag and bent down, but since he hadn’t caught
me in the act and trailed down the leash, he had no idea where it was.“It’s more to your left,”
Alice called. He swept his hand left. “More in front of you.” He moved forward, still squatting,
groping to find the spot.“Now it’s a little behind you. A little more . . . yeah, you got it.”Matt picked
up my offering, a few small balls worth, and closed the bag around it. His face was red. I
supposed he didn’t relish playing Marco Polo with my poop.He was putting the harness back on
me to go inside when we heard Debbie question Alice. “Do we have to wipe the spot when
they’re done?”Alice was some distance away. “What?” she asked, coming closer.“Do we have to
wipe the spot on the ground when they finish doing their business?”Oh, Debbie, don’t
complicate things for yourself.“No, no,” Alice said with a chuckle in her voice. “I thought you were
asking if you had to wipe the dog’s butt when he finishes.”“Sometimes you’ll have to.” This was
Cathy, the retrain, on the other side of Matt. “Tiger used to do his business near the woods in
back of our house, and I think he was eating plants back there. Sometimes he couldn’t digest
them, and I would have to check his bottom to make sure there was nothing hanging out of it
before he went inside.”“Yup,” Alice said. “That’s the reality of having a dog: cleaning up poop,
vomit, and everything else.”“Well, it’s worth it,” Cathy said.Matt didn’t seem to find any of this
information edifying. As we went back to our room, his commands were poorly timed and
distracted. I guessed he was reliving the embarrassment of groping for my poop. That night he
didn’t let me up on the bed with him. He could be so temperamental.CHAPTER 5Business and
PleasureMy working relationship with Matt was rocky at best. But off-duty? It turned out that
Matt, at heart, was a dog-lover. I had learned that, as a kid, he had played constantly with his
grandmother’s cocker spaniel. When he got older, his brother’s white boxer practically became
his niece.Then, one day, I discovered that playtime offered me the best means of
communicating with my new human. I had been having one of my usual dreams, of racing
around with Helmholtz, both of us chasing an old tennis ball. Matt was sitting on the bed, playing
a few melancholy chords, when I was struck with an idea. I went to the corner of our bedroom



where I had left my Kong—a hollow, rubber, snowman-shaped toy which Matt would sometimes
fill with several pieces of kibble for me to try to free. I picked up the Kong, and abandoning my
usual subdued manner, I pranced over to Matt and dropped it on his lap. Then I opened my
mouth in a playful snarl and threw my paws down on the ground. Matt looked up, startled for a
second, but then he began laughing. Soon he was on the floor with me, having some much-
needed fun.Every student’s room at the school had a door leading out onto a fenced-in patio. My
human soon learned the best way to release tension was to grab some toys and hit the patio
with me to let loose. Our favorite game was tug-of-war, which we played with a large plastic ring.
I would throw my entire body into the game, jerking Matt forward, sometimes almost knocking
him off balance. He was still hesitant and didn’t let himself get thrown around too much. If he only
used one hand, I was often able to wrest the ring away from him. Then, just to tease him a little, I
would march a proud victory lap around the enclosure, the ring in my mouth, my tail in the air.
Finally, I would bring the ring back to him so he could have another go. Even in the most frenzied
moment of play, I was always careful to be gentle with him. And, if at any time he wanted to stop
and said, “That’s enough,” I brought our game to an immediate halt and relinquished the ring.
Matt marveled at this product of Erin’s good upbringing.Our off-duty interaction wasn’t all fun
and games for him, though. Along with play, Matt had to learn another important skill that every
human companion must know. He had to pick up after me.He practiced the technique he’d been
taught on a long driveway in front of the school, euphemistically referred to as “the relieving
area.” When he took off my harness, I knew I was discharged of my guide dog responsibilities.
With the magic words “do your business” I began to circle around him, curiously sniffing for signs
of other guide dogs imprinted on the pavement. When the leash went slack, Matt would slide his
hand unobtrusively down it to gently touch my back. If he felt me quivering under my soft fur, he
knew I was leaving something behind.During the first and second weeks, the instructors picked
up after us with shovels. By the third, however, the students were expected to handle the
business themselves. Matt learned to slip a plastic bag around his hand to form a makeshift
glove. Bending down to feel the pavement in ever-widening circles, he located the remains of my
hard work. I observed the face he made as he picked up after me. The smell was clearly far from
pleasant for him, and by the way he held the bag afterwards, I don’t think he liked feeling the
warm lumps inside through the plastic. He was relieved to drop it into a garbage can on our way
back inside.One evening, we were out on the school’s driveway, Matt counting the minutes for
the relieving time to end. I had done my duty that morning, so he wasn’t expecting any more until
the next day. Still, school policy dictated the students wait ten minutes with their dogs during
each relieving session. To pass the time, Matt chatted with the student to his left. Debbie was
twenty, the baby in the class, and newly married.“I’m trying to decide if I should keep letting
Guildenstern onto the bed with me at night,” Matt said. “I mean, I like having him there, but he’s
such a hog! I always wake up in the middle of the night, cramped in one corner with him spread
out and taking all the room.”“Aw, let him sleep with you.” Debbie smiled. “It’s a double
bed.”Thanks! I appreciated hearing the feminine voice of reason weigh in on my behalf.“Yeah,”



Matt went on, “but if it’s cramped now, just imagine when I get back to college and have a single
bed again. I don’t want him to get used to it now and be disappointed later, ya know?”She
laughed. “Yeah, I’m going to be disappointed if I get back home and Jacob hasn’t bought a bed
yet.”“You guys don’t have a bed?” Matt looked incredulous.“We’ve been sleeping on a mattress
on the floor since I moved in, and it’s been like six months.”“Matt!” It was Alice, the instructor on
duty. “Gilcrest did his business.”My human jolted into action. He got a bag and bent down, but
since he hadn’t caught me in the act and trailed down the leash, he had no idea where it was.“It’s
more to your left,” Alice called. He swept his hand left. “More in front of you.” He moved forward,
still squatting, groping to find the spot.“Now it’s a little behind you. A little more . . . yeah, you got
it.”Matt picked up my offering, a few small balls worth, and closed the bag around it. His face was
red. I supposed he didn’t relish playing Marco Polo with my poop.He was putting the harness
back on me to go inside when we heard Debbie question Alice. “Do we have to wipe the spot
when they’re done?”Alice was some distance away. “What?” she asked, coming closer.“Do we
have to wipe the spot on the ground when they finish doing their business?”Oh, Debbie, don’t
complicate things for yourself.“No, no,” Alice said with a chuckle in her voice. “I thought you were
asking if you had to wipe the dog’s butt when he finishes.”“Sometimes you’ll have to.” This was
Cathy, the retrain, on the other side of Matt. “Tiger used to do his business near the woods in
back of our house, and I think he was eating plants back there. Sometimes he couldn’t digest
them, and I would have to check his bottom to make sure there was nothing hanging out of it
before he went inside.”“Yup,” Alice said. “That’s the reality of having a dog: cleaning up poop,
vomit, and everything else.”“Well, it’s worth it,” Cathy said.Matt didn’t seem to find any of this
information edifying. As we went back to our room, his commands were poorly timed and
distracted. I guessed he was reliving the embarrassment of groping for my poop. That night he
didn’t let me up on the bed with him. He could be so temperamental.CHAPTER 5Business and
PleasureMy working relationship with Matt was rocky at best. But off-duty? It turned out that
Matt, at heart, was a dog-lover. I had learned that, as a kid, he had played constantly with his
grandmother’s cocker spaniel. When he got older, his brother’s white boxer practically became
his niece.Then, one day, I discovered that playtime offered me the best means of
communicating with my new human. I had been having one of my usual dreams, of racing
around with Helmholtz, both of us chasing an old tennis ball. Matt was sitting on the bed, playing
a few melancholy chords, when I was struck with an idea. I went to the corner of our bedroom
where I had left my Kong—a hollow, rubber, snowman-shaped toy which Matt would sometimes
fill with several pieces of kibble for me to try to free. I picked up the Kong, and abandoning my
usual subdued manner, I pranced over to Matt and dropped it on his lap. Then I opened my
mouth in a playful snarl and threw my paws down on the ground. Matt looked up, startled for a
second, but then he began laughing. Soon he was on the floor with me, having some much-
needed fun.Every student’s room at the school had a door leading out onto a fenced-in patio. My
human soon learned the best way to release tension was to grab some toys and hit the patio
with me to let loose. Our favorite game was tug-of-war, which we played with a large plastic ring.



I would throw my entire body into the game, jerking Matt forward, sometimes almost knocking
him off balance. He was still hesitant and didn’t let himself get thrown around too much. If he only
used one hand, I was often able to wrest the ring away from him. Then, just to tease him a little, I
would march a proud victory lap around the enclosure, the ring in my mouth, my tail in the air.
Finally, I would bring the ring back to him so he could have another go. Even in the most frenzied
moment of play, I was always careful to be gentle with him. And, if at any time he wanted to stop
and said, “That’s enough,” I brought our game to an immediate halt and relinquished the ring.
Matt marveled at this product of Erin’s good upbringing.Our off-duty interaction wasn’t all fun
and games for him, though. Along with play, Matt had to learn another important skill that every
human companion must know. He had to pick up after me.He practiced the technique he’d been
taught on a long driveway in front of the school, euphemistically referred to as “the relieving
area.” When he took off my harness, I knew I was discharged of my guide dog responsibilities.
With the magic words “do your business” I began to circle around him, curiously sniffing for signs
of other guide dogs imprinted on the pavement. When the leash went slack, Matt would slide his
hand unobtrusively down it to gently touch my back. If he felt me quivering under my soft fur, he
knew I was leaving something behind.During the first and second weeks, the instructors picked
up after us with shovels. By the third, however, the students were expected to handle the
business themselves. Matt learned to slip a plastic bag around his hand to form a makeshift
glove. Bending down to feel the pavement in ever-widening circles, he located the remains of my
hard work. I observed the face he made as he picked up after me. The smell was clearly far from
pleasant for him, and by the way he held the bag afterwards, I don’t think he liked feeling the
warm lumps inside through the plastic. He was relieved to drop it into a garbage can on our way
back inside.One evening, we were out on the school’s driveway, Matt counting the minutes for
the relieving time to end. I had done my duty that morning, so he wasn’t expecting any more until
the next day. Still, school policy dictated the students wait ten minutes with their dogs during
each relieving session. To pass the time, Matt chatted with the student to his left. Debbie was
twenty, the baby in the class, and newly married.“I’m trying to decide if I should keep letting
Guildenstern onto the bed with me at night,” Matt said. “I mean, I like having him there, but he’s
such a hog! I always wake up in the middle of the night, cramped in one corner with him spread
out and taking all the room.”“Aw, let him sleep with you.” Debbie smiled. “It’s a double
bed.”Thanks! I appreciated hearing the feminine voice of reason weigh in on my behalf.“Yeah,”
Matt went on, “but if it’s cramped now, just imagine when I get back to college and have a single
bed again. I don’t want him to get used to it now and be disappointed later, ya know?”She
laughed. “Yeah, I’m going to be disappointed if I get back home and Jacob hasn’t bought a bed
yet.”“You guys don’t have a bed?” Matt looked incredulous.“We’ve been sleeping on a mattress
on the floor since I moved in, and it’s been like six months.”“Matt!” It was Alice, the instructor on
duty. “Gilcrest did his business.”My human jolted into action. He got a bag and bent down, but
since he hadn’t caught me in the act and trailed down the leash, he had no idea where it was.“It’s
more to your left,” Alice called. He swept his hand left. “More in front of you.” He moved forward,



still squatting, groping to find the spot.“Now it’s a little behind you. A little more . . . yeah, you got
it.”Matt picked up my offering, a few small balls worth, and closed the bag around it. His face was
red. I supposed he didn’t relish playing Marco Polo with my poop.He was putting the harness
back on me to go inside when we heard Debbie question Alice. “Do we have to wipe the spot
when they’re done?”Alice was some distance away. “What?” she asked, coming closer.“Do we
have to wipe the spot on the ground when they finish doing their business?”Oh, Debbie, don’t
complicate things for yourself.“No, no,” Alice said with a chuckle in her voice. “I thought you were
asking if you had to wipe the dog’s butt when he finishes.”“Sometimes you’ll have to.” This was
Cathy, the retrain, on the other side of Matt. “Tiger used to do his business near the woods in
back of our house, and I think he was eating plants back there. Sometimes he couldn’t digest
them, and I would have to check his bottom to make sure there was nothing hanging out of it
before he went inside.”“Yup,” Alice said. “That’s the reality of having a dog: cleaning up poop,
vomit, and everything else.”“Well, it’s worth it,” Cathy said.Matt didn’t seem to find any of this
information edifying. As we went back to our room, his commands were poorly timed and
distracted. I guessed he was reliving the embarrassment of groping for my poop. That night he
didn’t let me up on the bed with him. He could be so temperamental.CHAPTER 6Things Get
IntimateThe days passed. The practices I had with my human got worse rather than better. He
was clumsy, inconsistent, and unrealistic. I began losing respect for him as a handler. He, too,
seemed to be losing respect for me as a guide dog. I think he’d been under the impression that
I’d be some kind of robot animal that would follow his every command like it were ones and
zeros. But, despite all my training, I was very much flesh and fur. A fire hydrant or passing dog
could distract me from the business at hand. It was up to Matt to discern by my pull that I wasn’t
leading him around an obstacle, but, rather, into one.After our routes, Matt seethed in frustration
as he relived our mistakes, wallowing in self-criticism. It was not a pretty smell. I chewed my
bone to discharge pent up energy or went to sleep to escape into happy dreams of my life as a
playful Labrador puppy. I would romp with Helmholtz or sniff around in our backyard, looking for
something tasty to lick. Erin would talk to me and tell me how great I was. She gave me the
nicest belly rubs. Often, I awoke with her familiar scent in my nostrils. Ah, I missed her.Erin, are
you still thinking about me?One night I heard Matt on the phone talking to his mom. “I think this is
the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”He was trying to keep his voice clear of emotion, but I
wasn’t fooled. I felt as much as I smelled his despair. His mom said some things to him that I
couldn’t make out.“I know, Mom. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”I studied him on the phone, listening to
his empty assurances.“I’ll call again in a few days. Okay, bye.”I watched him as he dejectedly
hung up. I felt for him. He was as removed from the life he’d known as I was, only his training
seemed to be going a lot rougher than mine had. I wished there was something I could do to
help him. I thought about how I could try to read his muddled directional commands. I could try
to respect him more, maybe even force myself to stop sniffing distractedly. In the end, of course,
none of these things happened. I see now that as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just give him
my respect by sheer force of will. He had to earn it by learning good handling skills. And sniffing



was an instinct my species had developed over millennia. Stopping it in one small lifetime was
impossible.I did in that moment the one thing I was able to do. I offered him the support of my
company. I went over and lay down at his feet, placing my head on his shoe. He was fiddling with
his audio book player and didn’t seem to notice. Then, after a moment, he reached down and,
almost absent-mindedly, rubbed my furry head. His fingers massaged gently, and I felt a tingling
sensation.“You’re a good boy. Even if you don’t listen to me.”I sighed. Go ahead, make me the
bad guy.Matt stood up—his mood had shifted.“Hey, Chuck!”“Yeah?” I heard his response from
the other room.Matt walked through the door to his roommate’s side of the suite and I followed
behind. “You wanna have a drink with me?”“Um … whadaya mean?” Chuck sounded
cautious.“Whiskey! I brought some in my suitcase.”“Really? You know we’re not allowed to have
any alcohol on campus.”“Yeah, I know, but come on, man. We’re here for four weeks. And what
harm’s a little drink gonna do? It’s not like I’m going out on route tonight.”“Yeah, but, we’d get
thrown out if they caught us. So, um, no thanks. I think I’ll just watch you.” It seemed that Chuck
didn’t possess Matt’s daredevil spirit.“All right, if you say so.” Matt disappeared back into his
room and returned with a flask and a coffee mug with the guide dog school logo imprinted on it.
He poured a drink and then sipped with gusto.Its odor was offensive. I wondered if he really
enjoyed the taste or if it just felt daring to break the rules. Either way, he did seem to be relaxing,
becoming chattier than I’d ever seen him. He asked Chuck about his family and talked about his
own. We learned he had an older brother and sister. His parents had divorced when he was
young, he said, and he barely had contact with his father.“Do you have a girlfriend?” he asked
Chuck.“No. Do you?”“No. But there’s this girl I hooked up with at the end of last semester. She’s
really cute. I’m hoping when I go back to school we’ll get together, you know?”“Oh, cool. What’s
her name?”“Amanda. She’s super smart. She got a perfect on her SATs.”“Dang! That’s
crazy!”“Yeah, and she is crazy, too. Maybe we’re meant for each other.” He laughed sarcastically,
pouring himself another drink. “God, I can’t believe we have two more weeks to go of this
training. I don’t know if I can take it!”“Really? I don’t think it’s so bad,” Chuck said.“Well, no, I
mean . . .” Matt blew out a breath of whiskey-scented air, and then tried to clarify. “On the one
hand it’s freaking incredible that a place like this even exists—a million dollar philanthropic
organization that does nothing but train dogs to guide blind people around. And the food is great
and the campus is really nice, and they don’t charge us a dime for anything! But then on the
other hand, you know, it’s like the same routine every day, and we’re always either in line or
waiting for something to start. We’re not allowed off-campus, not that I would know where the
hell to go. But maybe if I had the chance, I could do something real-life with my dog, and it would
matter more to me than getting my technique torn apart by the instructors, you know?”Chuck
laughed. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It is kind of frustrating sometimes.”Matt took another
swig. “You know what the best part of having a guide dog will be for me?”“No. What?”“It’ll be if I
get my vision back I won’t have to deal with the guide work crap, but I’ll go on taking Gilly into
restaurants and planes and stuff.” He laughed, his scent revealing embarrassment at the
confession. “You know, my doctor told me that after my eye heals from the ulcer, I’ll be eligible for



a corneal transplant. It could bring my vision back to what it was.”“Really? Wow!” Chuck paused
for a second as if thinking of that scenario. Then he said, “So, how did you get the ulcer?”“Well, it
was from a virus I got in my eye. My doctor thinks it was from bathing in the river in Guatemala—I
went there during January term. A couple days after getting back, I was sitting in my second
semester Latin American Politics class. Suddenly the lights seemed really bright. Then it got
really painful. By the end of the hour I could barely see well enough to get myself to Academic
Services.”“And that was the last time you saw anything?”“Yep. I spent the next couple months in
and out of doctors’ offices in Pittsburgh and Cleveland, treating that stupid ulcer.” He shuddered
and then snorted with amusement. “But the really good part was that the professor gave me an
extension on my final paper.”“So you might have a corneal transplant and get your vision back? I
guess you really wouldn’t need Gilly to guide you after that.”“Well, hopefully not. But, for now I
have to go along with it.”He finished his whiskey, and the two said goodnight.I followed Matt back
into his room and watched him get ready for bed. I didn’t know quite what to make of this
whiskey-induced revelation. If all went well for him, in a year I’d be out of a job. I didn’t think I’d
mind the subsequent drop off in my guide duties. It would give me more time to sleep and eat.
But I didn’t know if I liked the idea of posing as a guide dog just so I could go everywhere with
him.Maybe it’d be better for me to go back and live with Erin. She’d be happy to have me back,
and I could play with Helmholtz as much as I wanted. That didn’t seem like a bad arrangement.
Matt could get himself a normal dog, and I could get myself some belly rubs.That night I dreamt
of Erin, of course. She rubbed my belly and told me how much she missed me. I looked up at her
with my big, soulful eyes, and with one mournful gaze, I conveyed it all. This new human meant
well, but he didn’t listen to me the way she had. He didn’t study my facial expressions or watch
for my subtle tail movements the way she did. And to top it all off, he didn’t seem to appreciate
my guide work very much.“Aw,” cooed Erin, rubbing under my chin, and in this one word I was
completely understood. Comnication with her was so easy. I sneezed in contentment.CHAPTER
6Things Get IntimateThe days passed. The practices I had with my human got worse rather than
better. He was clumsy, inconsistent, and unrealistic. I began losing respect for him as a handler.
He, too, seemed to be losing respect for me as a guide dog. I think he’d been under the
impression that I’d be some kind of robot animal that would follow his every command like it were
ones and zeros. But, despite all my training, I was very much flesh and fur. A fire hydrant or
passing dog could distract me from the business at hand. It was up to Matt to discern by my pull
that I wasn’t leading him around an obstacle, but, rather, into one.After our routes, Matt seethed
in frustration as he relived our mistakes, wallowing in self-criticism. It was not a pretty smell. I
chewed my bone to discharge pent up energy or went to sleep to escape into happy dreams of
my life as a playful Labrador puppy. I would romp with Helmholtz or sniff around in our backyard,
looking for something tasty to lick. Erin would talk to me and tell me how great I was. She gave
me the nicest belly rubs. Often, I awoke with her familiar scent in my nostrils. Ah, I missed
her.Erin, are you still thinking about me?One night I heard Matt on the phone talking to his mom.
“I think this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”He was trying to keep his voice clear of



emotion, but I wasn’t fooled. I felt as much as I smelled his despair. His mom said some things to
him that I couldn’t make out.“I know, Mom. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”I studied him on the phone,
listening to his empty assurances.“I’ll call again in a few days. Okay, bye.”I watched him as he
dejectedly hung up. I felt for him. He was as removed from the life he’d known as I was, only his
training seemed to be going a lot rougher than mine had. I wished there was something I could
do to help him. I thought about how I could try to read his muddled directional commands. I
could try to respect him more, maybe even force myself to stop sniffing distractedly. In the end,
of course, none of these things happened. I see now that as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just
give him my respect by sheer force of will. He had to earn it by learning good handling skills. And
sniffing was an instinct my species had developed over millennia. Stopping it in one small
lifetime was impossible.I did in that moment the one thing I was able to do. I offered him the
support of my company. I went over and lay down at his feet, placing my head on his shoe. He
was fiddling with his audio book player and didn’t seem to notice. Then, after a moment, he
reached down and, almost absent-mindedly, rubbed my furry head. His fingers massaged
gently, and I felt a tingling sensation.“You’re a good boy. Even if you don’t listen to me.”I sighed.
Go ahead, make me the bad guy.Matt stood up—his mood had shifted.“Hey, Chuck!”“Yeah?” I
heard his response from the other room.Matt walked through the door to his roommate’s side of
the suite and I followed behind. “You wanna have a drink with me?”“Um … whadaya mean?”
Chuck sounded cautious.“Whiskey! I brought some in my suitcase.”“Really? You know we’re not
allowed to have any alcohol on campus.”“Yeah, I know, but come on, man. We’re here for four
weeks. And what harm’s a little drink gonna do? It’s not like I’m going out on route tonight.”“Yeah,
but, we’d get thrown out if they caught us. So, um, no thanks. I think I’ll just watch you.” It seemed
that Chuck didn’t possess Matt’s daredevil spirit.“All right, if you say so.” Matt disappeared back
into his room and returned with a flask and a coffee mug with the guide dog school logo
imprinted on it. He poured a drink and then sipped with gusto.Its odor was offensive. I wondered
if he really enjoyed the taste or if it just felt daring to break the rules. Either way, he did seem to
be relaxing, becoming chattier than I’d ever seen him. He asked Chuck about his family and
talked about his own. We learned he had an older brother and sister. His parents had divorced
when he was young, he said, and he barely had contact with his father.“Do you have a
girlfriend?” he asked Chuck.“No. Do you?”“No. But there’s this girl I hooked up with at the end of
last semester. She’s really cute. I’m hoping when I go back to school we’ll get together, you
know?”“Oh, cool. What’s her name?”“Amanda. She’s super smart. She got a perfect on her
SATs.”“Dang! That’s crazy!”“Yeah, and she is crazy, too. Maybe we’re meant for each other.” He
laughed sarcastically, pouring himself another drink. “God, I can’t believe we have two more
weeks to go of this training. I don’t know if I can take it!”“Really? I don’t think it’s so bad,” Chuck
said.“Well, no, I mean . . .” Matt blew out a breath of whiskey-scented air, and then tried to clarify.
“On the one hand it’s freaking incredible that a place like this even exists—a million dollar
philanthropic organization that does nothing but train dogs to guide blind people around. And the
food is great and the campus is really nice, and they don’t charge us a dime for anything! But



then on the other hand, you know, it’s like the same routine every day, and we’re always either in
line or waiting for something to start. We’re not allowed off-campus, not that I would know where
the hell to go. But maybe if I had the chance, I could do something real-life with my dog, and it
would matter more to me than getting my technique torn apart by the instructors, you
know?”Chuck laughed. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It is kind of frustrating sometimes.”Matt
took another swig. “You know what the best part of having a guide dog will be for me?”“No.
What?”“It’ll be if I get my vision back I won’t have to deal with the guide work crap, but I’ll go on
taking Gilly into restaurants and planes and stuff.” He laughed, his scent revealing
embarrassment at the confession. “You know, my doctor told me that after my eye heals from the
ulcer, I’ll be eligible for a corneal transplant. It could bring my vision back to what it was.”“Really?
Wow!” Chuck paused for a second as if thinking of that scenario. Then he said, “So, how did you
get the ulcer?”“Well, it was from a virus I got in my eye. My doctor thinks it was from bathing in
the river in Guatemala—I went there during January term. A couple days after getting back, I was
sitting in my second semester Latin American Politics class. Suddenly the lights seemed really
bright. Then it got really painful. By the end of the hour I could barely see well enough to get
myself to Academic Services.”“And that was the last time you saw anything?”“Yep. I spent the
next couple months in and out of doctors’ offices in Pittsburgh and Cleveland, treating that
stupid ulcer.” He shuddered and then snorted with amusement. “But the really good part was
that the professor gave me an extension on my final paper.”“So you might have a corneal
transplant and get your vision back? I guess you really wouldn’t need Gilly to guide you after
that.”“Well, hopefully not. But, for now I have to go along with it.”He finished his whiskey, and the
two said goodnight.I followed Matt back into his room and watched him get ready for bed. I didn’t
know quite what to make of this whiskey-induced revelation. If all went well for him, in a year I’d
be out of a job. I didn’t think I’d mind the subsequent drop off in my guide duties. It would give me
more time to sleep and eat. But I didn’t know if I liked the idea of posing as a guide dog just so I
could go everywhere with him.Maybe it’d be better for me to go back and live with Erin. She’d be
happy to have me back, and I could play with Helmholtz as much as I wanted. That didn’t seem
like a bad arrangement. Matt could get himself a normal dog, and I could get myself some belly
rubs.That night I dreamt of Erin, of course. She rubbed my belly and told me how much she
missed me. I looked up at her with my big, soulful eyes, and with one mournful gaze, I conveyed
it all. This new human meant well, but he didn’t listen to me the way she had. He didn’t study my
facial expressions or watch for my subtle tail movements the way she did. And to top it all off, he
didn’t seem to appreciate my guide work very much.“Aw,” cooed Erin, rubbing under my chin,
and in this one word I was completely understood. Comnication with her was so easy. I sneezed
in contentment.CHAPTER 6Things Get IntimateThe days passed. The practices I had with my
human got worse rather than better. He was clumsy, inconsistent, and unrealistic. I began losing
respect for him as a handler. He, too, seemed to be losing respect for me as a guide dog. I think
he’d been under the impression that I’d be some kind of robot animal that would follow his every
command like it were ones and zeros. But, despite all my training, I was very much flesh and fur.



A fire hydrant or passing dog could distract me from the business at hand. It was up to Matt to
discern by my pull that I wasn’t leading him around an obstacle, but, rather, into one.After our
routes, Matt seethed in frustration as he relived our mistakes, wallowing in self-criticism. It was
not a pretty smell. I chewed my bone to discharge pent up energy or went to sleep to escape into
happy dreams of my life as a playful Labrador puppy. I would romp with Helmholtz or sniff around
in our backyard, looking for something tasty to lick. Erin would talk to me and tell me how great I
was. She gave me the nicest belly rubs. Often, I awoke with her familiar scent in my nostrils. Ah, I
missed her.Erin, are you still thinking about me?One night I heard Matt on the phone talking to
his mom. “I think this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”He was trying to keep his voice
clear of emotion, but I wasn’t fooled. I felt as much as I smelled his despair. His mom said some
things to him that I couldn’t make out.“I know, Mom. I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”I studied him on the
phone, listening to his empty assurances.“I’ll call again in a few days. Okay, bye.”I watched him
as he dejectedly hung up. I felt for him. He was as removed from the life he’d known as I was,
only his training seemed to be going a lot rougher than mine had. I wished there was something I
could do to help him. I thought about how I could try to read his muddled directional commands.
I could try to respect him more, maybe even force myself to stop sniffing distractedly. In the end,
of course, none of these things happened. I see now that as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t just
give him my respect by sheer force of will. He had to earn it by learning good handling skills. And
sniffing was an instinct my species had developed over millennia. Stopping it in one small
lifetime was impossible.I did in that moment the one thing I was able to do. I offered him the
support of my company. I went over and lay down at his feet, placing my head on his shoe. He
was fiddling with his audio book player and didn’t seem to notice. Then, after a moment, he
reached down and, almost absent-mindedly, rubbed my furry head. His fingers massaged
gently, and I felt a tingling sensation.“You’re a good boy. Even if you don’t listen to me.”I sighed.
Go ahead, make me the bad guy.Matt stood up—his mood had shifted.“Hey, Chuck!”“Yeah?” I
heard his response from the other room.Matt walked through the door to his roommate’s side of
the suite and I followed behind. “You wanna have a drink with me?”“Um … whadaya mean?”
Chuck sounded cautious.“Whiskey! I brought some in my suitcase.”“Really? You know we’re not
allowed to have any alcohol on campus.”“Yeah, I know, but come on, man. We’re here for four
weeks. And what harm’s a little drink gonna do? It’s not like I’m going out on route tonight.”“Yeah,
but, we’d get thrown out if they caught us. So, um, no thanks. I think I’ll just watch you.” It seemed
that Chuck didn’t possess Matt’s daredevil spirit.“All right, if you say so.” Matt disappeared back
into his room and returned with a flask and a coffee mug with the guide dog school logo
imprinted on it. He poured a drink and then sipped with gusto.Its odor was offensive. I wondered
if he really enjoyed the taste or if it just felt daring to break the rules. Either way, he did seem to
be relaxing, becoming chattier than I’d ever seen him. He asked Chuck about his family and
talked about his own. We learned he had an older brother and sister. His parents had divorced
when he was young, he said, and he barely had contact with his father.“Do you have a
girlfriend?” he asked Chuck.“No. Do you?”“No. But there’s this girl I hooked up with at the end of



last semester. She’s really cute. I’m hoping when I go back to school we’ll get together, you
know?”“Oh, cool. What’s her name?”“Amanda. She’s super smart. She got a perfect on her
SATs.”“Dang! That’s crazy!”“Yeah, and she is crazy, too. Maybe we’re meant for each other.” He
laughed sarcastically, pouring himself another drink. “God, I can’t believe we have two more
weeks to go of this training. I don’t know if I can take it!”“Really? I don’t think it’s so bad,” Chuck
said.“Well, no, I mean . . .” Matt blew out a breath of whiskey-scented air, and then tried to clarify.
“On the one hand it’s freaking incredible that a place like this even exists—a million dollar
philanthropic organization that does nothing but train dogs to guide blind people around. And the
food is great and the campus is really nice, and they don’t charge us a dime for anything! But
then on the other hand, you know, it’s like the same routine every day, and we’re always either in
line or waiting for something to start. We’re not allowed off-campus, not that I would know where
the hell to go. But maybe if I had the chance, I could do something real-life with my dog, and it
would matter more to me than getting my technique torn apart by the instructors, you
know?”Chuck laughed. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It is kind of frustrating sometimes.” Matt
took another swig. “You know what the best part of having a guide dog will be for me?” “No.
What?”“It’ll be if I get my vision back I won’t have to deal with the guide work crap, but I’ll go on
taking Gilly into restaurants and planes and stuff.” He laughed, his scent revealing
embarrassment at the confession. “You know, my doctor told me that after my eye heals from the
ulcer, I’ll be eligible for a corneal transplant. It could bring my vision back to what it was.”“Really?
Wow!” Chuck paused for a second as if thinking of that scenario. Then he said, “So, how did you
get the ulcer?”“Well, it was from a virus I got in my eye. My doctor thinks it was from bathing in
the river in Guatemala—I went there during January term. A couple days after getting back, I was
sitting in my second semester Latin American Politics class. Suddenly the lights seemed really
bright. Then it got really painful. By the end of the hour I could barely see well enough to get
myself to Academic Services.”“And that was the last time you saw anything?”“Yep. I spent the
next couple months in and out of doctors’ offices in Pittsburgh and Cleveland, treating that
stupid ulcer.” He shuddered and then snorted with amusement. “But the really good part was
that the professor gave me an extension on my final paper.”“So you might have a corneal
transplant and get your vision back? I guess you really wouldn’t need Gilly to guide you after
that.”“Well, hopefully not. But, for now I have to go along with it.”He finished his whiskey, and the
two said goodnight.I followed Matt back into his room and watched him get ready for bed. I didn’t
know quite what to make of this whiskey-induced revelation. If all went well for him, in a year I’d
be out of a job. I didn’t think I’d mind the subsequent drop off in my guide duties. It would give me
more time to sleep and eat. But I didn’t know if I liked the idea of posing as a guide dog just so I
could go everywhere with him.Maybe it’d be better for me to go back and live with Erin. She’d be
happy to have me back, and I could play with Helmholtz as much as I wanted. That didn’t seem
like a bad arrangement. Matt could get himself a normal dog, and I could get myself some belly
rubs.That night I dreamt of Erin, of course. She rubbed my belly and told me how much she
missed me. I looked up at her with my big, soulful eyes, and with one mournful gaze, I conveyed



it all. This new human meant well, but he didn’t listen to me the way she had. He didn’t study my
facial expressions or watch for my subtle tail movements the way she did. And to top it all off, he
didn’t seem to appreciate my guide work very much. “Aw,” cooed Erin, rubbing under my chin,
and in this one word I was completely understood. Comnication with her was so easy. I sneezed
in contentment.CHAPTER 7Lighten Up!By the middle of the third week, Matt and I were still
struggling.“We’re going to try something different,” Joanne said as we stood outside the lounge
getting ready to run a route. “I know that you’ve been having trouble connecting with Gilcrest
during guide work, so I’m gonna bring this tug ring along. It can break up the routine.” She
showed Matt the hard plastic ring that we played with when I was off duty.I wagged my tail
happily. I was wearing my harness. So, I knew it wasn’t playtime, but I just couldn’t help getting
excited at the sight of that ring. I could have fun, and it would give me another opportunity to
groom Matt in his communication skills. Sometimes when we played, he actually listened.Matt
consented to Joanne with a shrug, and she told him to start the route.“Gilly, forward.” Matt
gestured straight ahead.I was still looking at the ring in Joanne’s hand, hoping we could get in a
quick tug session before starting.“He’s distracted, Matt. Be insistent with him.”“Gilly, forward!”
Matt said again in a mixture of forcefulness and desperation. He gave a jerk on the leash to
emphasize the point.Reluctantly, I tore my eyes from the ring and began guiding him in the
direction he’d gestured. We were off, down the block. We crossed one street, then another. At
the next corner, Joanne directed us to turn right.“Guildenstern, right.” Matt stepped back as he
issued this directive. His movements were still awkward, but I was getting better at reading his
body language. I took him right, in the direction of the curb. He probed with his foot but didn’t find
it. I smelled him getting anxious.“He’s got you close to it, Matt. Tell him to hop up.”“Gilly, hop
up!”Obediently, I brought him closer. His anxiety was growing.“Just a little more in front of you,”
Joanne said. “There ya go.”His foot had made contact with the curb, but his pulse continued to
pound out a furious beat. He hated not knowing where things were.“Praise him, Matt.”He did, but
in a voice that was flat and insincere. There would be no rejoicing over this small victory. We
crossed the street and continued down the next block. Suddenly, I halted.“Gilly, hop up!”
Obviously, Matt didn’t understand why we’d stopped in the middle of a block.Come on.
Remember your training.But Matt wasn’t thinking about his training, he was thinking about
getting to the next corner. He urged me forward again. I took one cautious baby step then
stopped.“Check in front of you before you tell him to hop up,” came Joanne’s voice from behind
us.Matt put out his foot. It came into contact with the telephone pole in front of him.“See, he’s
looking out for you. I know it’s not always easy to recognize that, but he’s trying.”There was a
softening in my human then. My stopping at the pole spoke louder than any of the other
maneuvers I’d executed up to that point. It was a dramatic illustration of my usefulness. We just
had to work together.“Okay, how about some playtime now?” Joanne held up the ring.So, Matt
removed my harness, and I shook myself off, the tension of the route dissipating. Joanne
handed Matt the ring, and I immediately grabbed it with my mouth and began pulling.Lighten up,
silly! I told him with each tug. Lighten up! It’s not that bad!I observed with satisfaction as his



serious expression melted into a small smile. He tugged back on the ring. By the time we had
played our game for several minutes, his whole demeanor had transformed. Levity had taken the
place of his anxiety, the stress of the recent past a fading memory.“See that?” Joanne was
triumphant. “You just gotta love a guide dog. He does the work you need him to do, and he’s your
best friend when it’s over.”Well, maybe that was taking things a little far. I knew Matt wasn’t ready
to call me his best friend, and I had no ambitions on that particular title. I would happily settle for
a relationship that was good, both on and off duty. Best friends, if we ever became such a thing,
would be a long time coming.Back in our bedroom later that day, Matt picked up his guitar and
began playing. The chords were major, full and forceful. He strummed them with more vigor and
enthusiasm than I’d ever heard from him. He was happy, I realized. Gone was his mopey self-
reproach. His pounding music conveyed a new optimism. I can do this, his playing said. I will do
this.I chewed my bone, listening. I wasn’t sure what had altered his mood, exactly. Maybe it was
my stopping at the telephone pole. Maybe it was our game of tug afterward. Whatever it was, I
was glad to see him this way. The skin of my muzzle curled against my teeth as I smiled broadly.
Good boy.CHAPTER 7Lighten Up!By the middle of the third week, Matt and I were still
struggling.“We’re going to try something different,” Joanne said as we stood outside the lounge
getting ready to run a route. “I know that you’ve been having trouble connecting with Gilcrest
during guide work, so I’m gonna bring this tug ring along. It can break up the routine.” She
showed Matt the hard plastic ring that we played with when I was off duty.I wagged my tail
happily. I was wearing my harness. So, I knew it wasn’t playtime, but I just couldn’t help getting
excited at the sight of that ring. I could have fun, and it would give me another opportunity to
groom Matt in his communication skills. Sometimes when we played, he actually listened.Matt
consented to Joanne with a shrug, and she told him to start the route.“Gilly, forward.” Matt
gestured straight ahead.I was still looking at the ring in Joanne’s hand, hoping we could get in a
quick tug session before starting.“He’s distracted, Matt. Be insistent with him.”“Gilly, forward!”
Matt said again in a mixture of forcefulness and desperation. He gave a jerk on the leash to
emphasize the point.Reluctantly, I tore my eyes from the ring and began guiding him in the
direction he’d gestured. We were off, down the block. We crossed one street, then another. At
the next corner, Joanne directed us to turn right.“Guildenstern, right.” Matt stepped back as he
issued this directive. His movements were still awkward, but I was getting better at reading his
body language. I took him right, in the direction of the curb. He probed with his foot but didn’t find
it. I smelled him getting anxious.“He’s got you close to it, Matt. Tell him to hop up.”“Gilly, hop
up!”Obediently, I brought him closer. His anxiety was growing.“Just a little more in front of you,”
Joanne said. “There ya go.”His foot had made contact with the curb, but his pulse continued to
pound out a furious beat. He hated not knowing where things were.“Praise him, Matt.”He did, but
in a voice that was flat and insincere. There would be no rejoicing over this small victory. We
crossed the street and continued down the next block. Suddenly, I halted.“Gilly, hop up!”
Obviously, Matt didn’t understand why we’d stopped in the middle of a block.Come on.
Remember your training.But Matt wasn’t thinking about his training, he was thinking about



getting to the next corner. He urged me forward again. I took one cautious baby step then
stopped.“Check in front of you before you tell him to hop up,” came Joanne’s voice from behind
us.Matt put out his foot. It came into contact with the telephone pole in front of him.“See, he’s
looking out for you. I know it’s not always easy to recognize that, but he’s trying.”There was a
softening in my human then. My stopping at the pole spoke louder than any of the other
maneuvers I’d executed up to that point. It was a dramatic illustration of my usefulness. We just
had to work together.“Okay, how about some playtime now?” Joanne held up the ring.So, Matt
removed my harness, and I shook myself off, the tension of the route dissipating. Joanne
handed Matt the ring, and I immediately grabbed it with my mouth and began pulling.Lighten up,
silly! I told him with each tug. Lighten up! It’s not that bad!I observed with satisfaction as his
serious expression melted into a small smile. He tugged back on the ring. By the time we had
played our game for several minutes, his whole demeanor had transformed. Levity had taken the
place of his anxiety, the stress of the recent past a fading memory.“See that?” Joanne was
triumphant. “You just gotta love a guide dog. He does the work you need him to do, and he’s your
best friend when it’s over.”Well, maybe that was taking things a little far. I knew Matt wasn’t ready
to call me his best friend, and I had no ambitions on that particular title. I would happily settle for
a relationship that was good, both on and off duty. Best friends, if we ever became such a thing,
would be a long time coming.Back in our bedroom later that day, Matt picked up his guitar and
began playing. The chords were major, full and forceful. He strummed them with more vigor and
enthusiasm than I’d ever heard from him. He was happy, I realized. Gone was his mopey self-
reproach. His pounding music conveyed a new optimism. I can do this, his playing said. I will do
this.I chewed my bone, listening. I wasn’t sure what had altered his mood, exactly. Maybe it was
my stopping at the telephone pole. Maybe it was our game of tug afterward. Whatever it was, I
was glad to see him this way. The skin of my muzzle curled against my teeth as I smiled broadly.
Good boy.CHAPTER 7Lighten Up!By the middle of the third week, Matt and I were still
struggling.“We’re going to try something different,” Joanne said as we stood outside the lounge
getting ready to run a route. “I know that you’ve been having trouble connecting with Gilcrest
during guide work, so I’m gonna bring this tug ring along. It can break up the routine.” She
showed Matt the hard plastic ring that we played with when I was off duty.I wagged my tail
happily. I was wearing my harness. So, I knew it wasn’t playtime, but I just couldn’t help getting
excited at the sight of that ring. I could have fun, and it would give me another opportunity to
groom Matt in his communication skills. Sometimes when we played, he actually listened.Matt
consented to Joanne with a shrug, and she told him to start the route.“Gilly, forward.” Matt
gestured straight ahead.I was still looking at the ring in Joanne’s hand, hoping we could get in a
quick tug session before starting.“He’s distracted, Matt. Be insistent with him.”“Gilly, forward!”
Matt said again in a mixture of forcefulness and desperation. He gave a jerk on the leash to
emphasize the point.Reluctantly, I tore my eyes from the ring and began guiding him in the
direction he’d gestured. We were off, down the block. We crossed one street, then another. At
the next corner, Joanne directed us to turn right.“Guildenstern, right.” Matt stepped back as he



issued this directive. His movements were still awkward, but I was getting better at reading his
body language. I took him right, in the direction of the curb. He probed with his foot but didn’t find
it. I smelled him getting anxious.“He’s got you close to it, Matt. Tell him to hop up.”“Gilly, hop
up!”Obediently, I brought him closer. His anxiety was growing.“Just a little more in front of you,”
Joanne said. “There ya go.”His foot had made contact with the curb, but his pulse continued to
pound out a furious beat. He hated not knowing where things were.“Praise him, Matt.”He did, but
in a voice that was flat and insincere. There would be no rejoicing over this small victory. We
crossed the street and continued down the next block. Suddenly, I halted.“Gilly, hop up!”
Obviously, Matt didn’t understand why we’d stopped in the middle of a block.Come on.
Remember your training.But Matt wasn’t thinking about his training, he was thinking about
getting to the next corner. He urged me forward again. I took one cautious baby step then
stopped.“Check in front of you before you tell him to hop up,” came Joanne’s voice from behind
us.Matt put out his foot. It came into contact with the telephone pole in front of him.“See, he’s
looking out for you. I know it’s not always easy to recognize that, but he’s trying.”There was a
softening in my human then. My stopping at the pole spoke louder than any of the other
maneuvers I’d executed up to that point. It was a dramatic illustration of my usefulness. We just
had to work together.“Okay, how about some playtime now?” Joanne held up the ring.So, Matt
removed my harness, and I shook myself off, the tension of the route dissipating. Joanne
handed Matt the ring, and I immediately grabbed it with my mouth and began pulling.Lighten up,
silly! I told him with each tug. Lighten up! It’s not that bad!I observed with satisfaction as his
serious expression melted into a small smile. He tugged back on the ring. By the time we had
played our game for several minutes, his whole demeanor had transformed. Levity had taken the
place of his anxiety, the stress of the recent past a fading memory.“See that?” Joanne was
triumphant. “You just gotta love a guide dog. He does the work you need him to do, and he’s your
best friend when it’s over.”Well, maybe that was taking things a little far. I knew Matt wasn’t ready
to call me his best friend, and I had no ambitions on that particular title. I would happily settle for
a relationship that was good, both on and off duty. Best friends, if we ever became such a thing,
would be a long time coming.Back in our bedroom later that day, Matt picked up his guitar and
began playing. The chords were major, full and forceful. He strummed them with more vigor and
enthusiasm than I’d ever heard from him. He was happy, I realized. Gone was his mopey self-
reproach. His pounding music conveyed a new optimism. I can do this, his playing said. I will do
this.I chewed my bone, listening. I wasn’t sure what had altered his mood, exactly. Maybe it was
my stopping at the telephone pole. Maybe it was our game of tug afterward. Whatever it was, I
was glad to see him this way. The skin of my muzzle curled against my teeth as I smiled broadly.
Good boy.CHAPTER 8They’re Watching YouWe still weren’t best friends. But every day, I was
growing closer to my human. After all, I was with him twenty-four hours a day. He was my kibble
provider, my playmate, my caretaker, and my charge. I was understanding him better and
appreciating him more.One last hurdle remained before Saturday’s graduation: a solo route. On
all of the routes up to this point we had been accompanied by an instructor, so it was an anxious



bunch of students who sat on the bus and listened to directions.Joanne stood up. “Okay,
everyone,” she began. “This is the culmination of all your training. In this final exercise you’ll be
walking in an unfamiliar part of town. We want you to feel what it’ll be like to navigate
independently with your dogs.”The bus’s engine was turned off; only silence filled the air as she
paused for a breath. The students listened in rapt attention as she dictated the route’s directions.
I smelled the tension.“Don’t worry, guys. Instructors will be stationed along the way. If you get
stuck, just stand still, and we’ll come help you.”I knew this was of small comfort to Matt. He would
experience a great deal of shame if he didn’t run the route independently.Matt turned to the
student behind him. “Hey, Mike. Are you nervous?”“Not really. But I think I forgot the directions
already.”Matt breathed a sigh of relief. If he messed up, he might not be the only one.One by
one, students exited the bus. “Matt,” Joanne finally called. “You’re up.”After a deep breath, Matt
grabbed my leash. We got off the bus, and he turned to face left. “Gilly, forward,” he said, and we
started down the block.“Left off the bus, turn right,” he repeated quietly to himself. I slowed to
show him we were coming to the first corner. Then I stopped.Matt put out his foot but didn’t feel
the curb. “Gilly, hop up!”I didn’t move. I was as close to the street as I could get.“Damn it,
Guildenstern. Do you have to do this to me now?” He stretched his foot out further. Still
nothing.I’d been trying to tell him what was happening, but he wasn’t getting it.“Gilly, hop up,” he
said again, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.I didn’t budge. We were at the corner,
but he didn’t realize it. He wasn’t understanding me, and there was nothing I could do but
wait.Matt stood there, frozen in uncertainty. He wanted to be sure we were at the first corner so
that he could tell me to turn right. In desperation, he bent down and touched the sidewalk. His
hand passed over the smooth line where the street began, and his face lit up. This is where the
curb should have been! I had been right all along, and Matt had just discovered the proof.He
stood up and with a deep breath said, “Sorry, Gilly.”Taking a half step back, he commanded me
right. I crossed in front of him, and we were on our way.At the next intersection, Matt listened for
cars. He heard one idling at the corner, but there was no other traffic. He commanded me
forward. As I stepped off the curb, the car’s engine revved, and it started towards us.Whoa! This
guy’s gonna hit us! Before Matt had time to react, I stopped on a dime. I had been trained not to
walk into the line of a moving car, even if commanded.Matt and I stood frozen for several
seconds. He seemed a little shocked, still not understanding what had just happened.“Good job,
guys.” It was a voice from the car that had now stopped. “Go ahead.”I had been right again. I
realized then that this was part of the course, that the instructors wanted the students to feel
what it was like when the dogs overrode their commands. I was wondering how Matt felt about
this when I was rewarded with a hearty “Good boy!”We finished the last few blocks accompanied
by Matt’s sweet-smelling relief and made it back to the lounge successfully.“Come on in and
have a seat. There’re just a few more students to go,” Alice said.I heard Matt exhale in relief. I
don’t think he’d ever been so glad to hear her voice.When everyone had finished, Candice, the
head trainer, gave the group debriefing.“Okay, guys, good job. You all completed this
successfully. Larry, excellent praise for your dog. Debbie, you looked like a natural. When you



guys had problems, you persevered. I’m glad to see that even if you have to get down on the
ground and feel the curb with your hands, you’ll do what it takes to be successful. But,” she
paused, and looked directly at Matt, “I don’t recommend this as a technique to be used
frequently.”Well, at least the other students couldn’t see Matt’s red face.For me, the whole thing
had been kind of amusing. There had never been any real danger. An instructor had been near
us the entire time. The only thing really on the line had been my human’s pride. Still, I was
pleased with him. He had completed the solo route with me as his guide. It was the first of
countless trips we would take together. Maybe it hadn’t been perfectly smooth, but he’d have
plenty of chances to redeem himself in the years to come.CHAPTER 8They’re Watching YouWe
still weren’t best friends. But every day, I was growing closer to my human. After all, I was with
him twenty-four hours a day. He was my kibble provider, my playmate, my caretaker, and my
charge. I was understanding him better and appreciating him more.One last hurdle remained
before Saturday’s graduation: a solo route. On all of the routes up to this point we had been
accompanied by an instructor, so it was an anxious bunch of students who sat on the bus and
listened to directions.Joanne stood up. “Okay, everyone,” she began. “This is the culmination of
all your training. In this final exercise you’ll be walking in an unfamiliar part of town. We want you
to feel what it’ll be like to navigate independently with your dogs.”The bus’s engine was turned
off; only silence filled the air as she paused for a breath. The students listened in rapt attention
as she dictated the route’s directions. I smelled the tension.“Don’t worry, guys. Instructors will be
stationed along the way. If you get stuck, just stand still, and we’ll come help you.”I knew this was
of small comfort to Matt. He would experience a great deal of shame if he didn’t run the route
independently.Matt turned to the student behind him. “Hey, Mike. Are you nervous?”“Not really.
But I think I forgot the directions already.”Matt breathed a sigh of relief. If he messed up, he might
not be the only one.One by one, students exited the bus. “Matt,” Joanne finally called. “You’re
up.”After a deep breath, Matt grabbed my leash. We got off the bus, and he turned to face left.
“Gilly, forward,” he said, and we started down the block.“Left off the bus, turn right,” he repeated
quietly to himself. I slowed to show him we were coming to the first corner. Then I stopped.Matt
put out his foot but didn’t feel the curb. “Gilly, hop up!”I didn’t move. I was as close to the street as
I could get.“Damn it, Guildenstern. Do you have to do this to me now?” He stretched his foot out
further. Still nothing.I’d been trying to tell him what was happening, but he wasn’t getting it.“Gilly,
hop up,” he said again, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.I didn’t budge. We were at
the corner, but he didn’t realize it. He wasn’t understanding me, and there was nothing I could do
but wait.Matt stood there, frozen in uncertainty. He wanted to be sure we were at the first corner
so that he could tell me to turn right. In desperation, he bent down and touched the sidewalk. His
hand passed over the smooth line where the street began, and his face lit up. This is where the
curb should have been! I had been right all along, and Matt had just discovered the proof.He
stood up and with a deep breath said, “Sorry, Gilly.”Taking a half step back, he commanded me
right. I crossed in front of him, and we were on our way.At the next intersection, Matt listened for
cars. He heard one idling at the corner, but there was no other traffic. He commanded me



forward. As I stepped off the curb, the car’s engine revved, and it started towards us.Whoa! This
guy’s gonna hit us! Before Matt had time to react, I stopped on a dime. I had been trained not to
walk into the line of a moving car, even if commanded.Matt and I stood frozen for several
seconds. He seemed a little shocked, still not understanding what had just happened.“Good job,
guys.” It was a voice from the car that had now stopped. “Go ahead.”I had been right again. I
realized then that this was part of the course, that the instructors wanted the students to feel
what it was like when the dogs overrode their commands. I was wondering how Matt felt about
this when I was rewarded with a hearty “Good boy!”We finished the last few blocks accompanied
by Matt’s sweet-smelling relief and made it back to the lounge successfully.“Come on in and
have a seat. There’re just a few more students to go,” Alice said.I heard Matt exhale in relief. I
don’t think he’d ever been so glad to hear her voice.When everyone had finished, Candice, the
head trainer, gave the group debriefing.“Okay, guys, good job. You all completed this
successfully. Larry, excellent praise for your dog. Debbie, you looked like a natural. When you
guys had problems, you persevered. I’m glad to see that even if you have to get down on the
ground and feel the curb with your hands, you’ll do what it takes to be successful. But,” she
paused, and looked directly at Matt, “I don’t recommend this as a technique to be used
frequently.”Well, at least the other students couldn’t see Matt’s red face.For me, the whole thing
had been kind of amusing. There had never been any real danger. An instructor had been near
us the entire time. The only thing really on the line had been my human’s pride. Still, I was
pleased with him. He had completed the solo route with me as his guide. It was the first of
countless trips we would take together. Maybe it hadn’t been perfectly smooth, but he’d have
plenty of chances to redeem himself in the years to come.CHAPTER 8They’re Watching YouWe
still weren’t best friends. But every day, I was growing closer to my human. After all, I was with
him twenty-four hours a day. He was my kibble provider, my playmate, my caretaker, and my
charge. I was understanding him better and appreciating him more.One last hurdle remained
before Saturday’s graduation: a solo route. On all of the routes up to this point we had been
accompanied by an instructor, so it was an anxious bunch of students who sat on the bus and
listened to directions.Joanne stood up. “Okay, everyone,” she began. “This is the culmination of
all your training. In this final exercise you’ll be walking in an unfamiliar part of town. We want you
to feel what it’ll be like to navigate independently with your dogs.”The bus’s engine was turned
off; only silence filled the air as she paused for a breath. The students listened in rapt attention
as she dictated the route’s directions. I smelled the tension.“Don’t worry, guys. Instructors will be
stationed along the way. If you get stuck, just stand still, and we’ll come help you.”I knew this was
of small comfort to Matt. He would experience a great deal of shame if he didn’t run the route
independently.Matt turned to the student behind him. “Hey, Mike. Are you nervous?”“Not really.
But I think I forgot the directions already.”Matt breathed a sigh of relief. If he messed up, he might
not be the only one.One by one, students exited the bus. “Matt,” Joanne finally called. “You’re
up.”After a deep breath, Matt grabbed my leash. We got off the bus, and he turned to face left.
“Gilly, forward,” he said, and we started down the block.“Left off the bus, turn right,” he repeated



quietly to himself. I slowed to show him we were coming to the first corner. Then I stopped.Matt
put out his foot but didn’t feel the curb. “Gilly, hop up!”I didn’t move. I was as close to the street as
I could get.“Damn it, Guildenstern. Do you have to do this to me now?” He stretched his foot out
further. Still nothing.I’d been trying to tell him what was happening, but he wasn’t getting it.“Gilly,
hop up,” he said again, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.I didn’t budge. We were at
the corner, but he didn’t realize it. He wasn’t understanding me, and there was nothing I could do
but wait.Matt stood there, frozen in uncertainty. He wanted to be sure we were at the first corner
so that he could tell me to turn right. In desperation, he bent down and touched the sidewalk. His
hand passed over the smooth line where the street began, and his face lit up. This is where the
curb should have been! I had been right all along, and Matt had just discovered the proof.He
stood up and with a deep breath said, “Sorry, Gilly.”Taking a half step back, he commanded me
right. I crossed in front of him, and we were on our way.At the next intersection, Matt listened for
cars. He heard one idling at the corner, but there was no other traffic. He commanded me
forward. As I stepped off the curb, the car’s engine revved, and it started towards us.Whoa! This
guy’s gonna hit us! Before Matt had time to react, I stopped on a dime. I had been trained not to
walk into the line of a moving car, even if commanded.Matt and I stood frozen for several
seconds. He seemed a little shocked, still not understanding what had just happened.“Good job,
guys.” It was a voice from the car that had now stopped. “Go ahead.”I had been right again. I
realized then that this was part of the course, that the instructors wanted the students to feel
what it was like when the dogs overrode their commands. I was wondering how Matt felt about
this when I was rewarded with a hearty “Good boy!”We finished the last few blocks accompanied
by Matt’s sweet-smelling relief and made it back to the lounge successfully.“Come on in and
have a seat. There’re just a few more students to go,” Alice said.I heard Matt exhale in relief. I
don’t think he’d ever been so glad to hear her voice.When everyone had finished, Candice, the
head trainer, gave the group debriefing.“Okay, guys, good job. You all completed this
successfully. Larry, excellent praise for your dog. Debbie, you looked like a natural. When you
guys had problems, you persevered. I’m glad to see that even if you have to get down on the
ground and feel the curb with your hands, you’ll do what it takes to be successful. But,” she
paused, and looked directly at Matt, “I don’t recommend this as a technique to be used
frequently.”Well, at least the other students couldn’t see Matt’s red face.For me, the whole thing
had been kind of amusing. There had never been any real danger. An instructor had been near
us the entire time. The only thing really on the line had been my human’s pride. Still, I was
pleased with him. He had completed the solo route with me as his guide. It was the first of
countless trips we would take together. Maybe it hadn’t been perfectly smooth, but he’d have
plenty of chances to redeem himself in the years to come.CHAPTER 9Hi, Mom!Classes were
finished. Looking back now, I see that the pendulum swing of Matt’s expectations had begun to
come back to center. He had started the training believing that I would be a graceful, intuitive
guide who would whisk him around smoothly and with ease. Then he’d realized that our
movement could be jerky, that sometimes I preferred to sniff posts instead of follow his



instructions. It took him weeks to appreciate just how much skill and effort were required on his
part to keep us on track. In his disillusionment, he’d fallen into doubt, questioning the value of my
help and his ability to work with me. Now he was starting to accept us for what we were, striving
to meet me at the place where my helpfulness stopped and his work began. He didn’t always get
there, but he was trying.Graduation day arrived, and so did the puppy raisers. That morning we
gathered in the dining room of the school, prepared to meet them. The buzz of conversation
swirled around us as students, guide dogs, and surrogate parents were matched up by the
instructors. Matt sat with several others and waited, fiddling nervously with my leash. I lay at his
feet, out of harness and off-duty. The students had been told that it was better for the volunteers
to meet the dogs without their harnesses so that they could interact with each other more
freely.In spite of the commotion surrounding us, I wasn’t really excited or nervous. I was a little
sleepy and a bit hungry. But then, I was always a bit hungry.“Matt.” It was Joanne. “I’d like you to
meet Erin, your puppy raiser.” He stood up, and Joanne quickly excused herself.Here she was.
Erin. I leaped joyfully into the air, once, twice, three times. It was all I could do to keep myself
from making contact with her. But, I knew she wouldn’t like that.“Hi, Gilcrest,” she said in that
soft, familiar way. “Hi.”“Hi, Erin, great to meet you,” Matt said, sticking out his hand. I could feel
his discomfort. It was strange, I imagined, for him to realize just how much attachment I still had
to my human mom. Then, after a pause, Matt said, “Here, why don’t you take this?” and handed
my leash over to her.I nuzzled her legs, sneezing happily, my tail pumping like a jump rope in a
children’s game. Mom! It’s so good to see you!CHAPTER 9Hi, Mom!Classes were finished.
Looking back now, I see that the pendulum swing of Matt’s expectations had begun to come
back to center. He had started the training believing that I would be a graceful, intuitive guide
who would whisk him around smoothly and with ease. Then he’d realized that our movement
could be jerky, that sometimes I preferred to sniff posts instead of follow his instructions. It took
him weeks to appreciate just how much skill and effort were required on his part to keep us on
track. In his disillusionment, he’d fallen into doubt, questioning the value of my help and his
ability to work with me. Now he was starting to accept us for what we were, striving to meet me at
the place where my helpfulness stopped and his work began. He didn’t always get there, but he
was trying.Graduation day arrived, and so did the puppy raisers. That morning we gathered in
the dining room of the school, prepared to meet them. The buzz of conversation swirled around
us as students, guide dogs, and surrogate parents were matched up by the instructors. Matt sat
with several others and waited, fiddling nervously with my leash. I lay at his feet, out of harness
and off-duty. The students had been told that it was better for the volunteers to meet the dogs
without their harnesses so that they could interact with each other more freely.In spite of the
commotion surrounding us, I wasn’t really excited or nervous. I was a little sleepy and a bit
hungry. But then, I was always a bit hungry.“Matt.” It was Joanne. “I’d like you to meet Erin, your
puppy raiser.” He stood up, and Joanne quickly excused herself.Here she was. Erin. I leaped
joyfully into the air, once, twice, three times. It was all I could do to keep myself from making
contact with her. But, I knew she wouldn’t like that.“Hi, Gilcrest,” she said in that soft, familiar way.



“Hi.”“Hi, Erin, great to meet you,” Matt said, sticking out his hand. I could feel his discomfort. It
was strange, I imagined, for him to realize just how much attachment I still had to my human
mom. Then, after a pause, Matt said, “Here, why don’t you take this?” and handed my leash over
to her.I nuzzled her legs, sneezing happily, my tail pumping like a jump rope in a children’s game.
Mom! It’s so good to see you!CHAPTER 9Hi, Mom!Classes were finished. Looking back now, I
see that the pendulum swing of Matt’s expectations had begun to come back to center. He had
started the training believing that I would be a graceful, intuitive guide who would whisk him
around smoothly and with ease. Then he’d realized that our movement could be jerky, that
sometimes I preferred to sniff posts instead of follow his instructions. It took him weeks to
appreciate just how much skill and effort were required on his part to keep us on track. In his
disillusionment, he’d fallen into doubt, questioning the value of my help and his ability to work
with me. Now he was starting to accept us for what we were, striving to meet me at the place
where my helpfulness stopped and his work began. He didn’t always get there, but he was
trying.Graduation day arrived, and so did the puppy raisers. That morning we gathered in the
dining room of the school, prepared to meet them. The buzz of conversation swirled around us
as students, guide dogs, and surrogate parents were matched up by the instructors. Matt sat
with several others and waited, fiddling nervously with my leash. I lay at his feet, out of harness
and off-duty. The students had been told that it was better for the volunteers to meet the dogs
without their harnesses so that they could interact with each other more freely.In spite of the
commotion surrounding us, I wasn’t really excited or nervous. I was a little sleepy and a bit
hungry. But then, I was always a bit hungry.“Matt.” It was Joanne. “I’d like you to meet Erin, your
puppy raiser.” He stood up, and Joanne quickly excused herself. Here she was. Erin. I leaped
joyfully into the air, once, twice, three times. It was all I could do to keep myself from making
contact with her. But, I knew she wouldn’t like that.“Hi, Gilcrest,” she said in that soft, familiar way.
“Hi.”“Hi, Erin, great to meet you,” Matt said, sticking out his hand. I could feel his discomfort. It
was strange, I imagined, for him to realize just how much attachment I still had to my human
mom. Then, after a pause, Matt said, “Here, why don’t you take this?” and handed my leash over
to her.I nuzzled her legs, sneezing happily, my tail pumping like a jump rope in a children’s game.
Mom! It’s so good to see you!
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joy kieleski, “This book made me feel sorry for Gilly.. I felt sorry for this dog and the way he was
treated. I liked the book but through it allI just felt that the author could have treated Gilly better! I
understand that his blindness was unexpected but that didn't excuse how he used this poor dog.
I have read other books by blind people(some born blind,others through disease/accident) .
Every one of them appreciated their guide dogs,this author never did,or never seemed to! A very
sad situation!”

K. Kimbrough, “A Case for Kibble. I just finished reading THROUGH GILLY'S EYES and was
entranced with it. I have worked in animal rescue and some with a group who trains seeing eye
dogs for children in the Montreal area (MIRA). The real life experiences ring true and I loved the
way Gilly had seemingly only a few things he was passionate about: kibble, sniffing butts and
helping his partner/handler/best friend. I say it is realistic because I put on a blindfold and then
traversed an obstacle course with a trained guide dog. It is amazing how all of a sudden your
whole world is focused on that handle of that dog's "uniform". I couldn't believe the trust I had to
have in the dog. So, Matthew's uncertainty and stubbornness rang very true. The end was sad,
but we will all end up there - my biggest sadness was that Matt didn't stay with Gilly at the end.
Some can't do it, but I feel it is the least I can do for a companion I've had for many years.
Overall a good book!”

Dawn Sky, “Well written story. Well written storyI am taking time out to write a review simply
because it was well written. This book was told through the eyes of Gilly.(dog) Many times when
people attempt to write from the animal’s perspective, the story comes out sounding all sugar
and fluff but no real meat. The story has just the right amount of humor.The reader gets the
feeling that this young man had a difficult time truly accepting and adapting to his blindness. Gilly
tells about the inner struggles of Matt but does this from a dog’s voice very well and is consistent
with staying in the dog’s voice. For instance, the author talks about his own various moods of
emotion but always uses Gilly let the reader know what the mood is by using the sense of
smell.Gilly(dog) kept harping on how handsome he was. Also, repeatedly telling Gilly’s of doing
the same thing over and over gets tedious reading after a while.Like most dog lovers, I cried at
the poignant ending.”

Forthright, “Loved it. I met Matthew and Achilles for the first time last month and got to hear him
sing, too. I was impressed by Matt's sweetness and presence and eagerness for new learning. I
purchased and read his book and I am still reverberating with it. The story was heartwarming
and engrossing (yes, I stayed up until 2:00 a.m. a couple of nights reading it). He really pulled off
seeing the world from the point of view of a guide dog quite well and of course, I wept at the
lovely ending. The way he portrayed himself through Gilly's wise, attentive eyes, was vulnerable,
honest and loving. Nothing was left out of the emotional and spiritual journey of a young man



navigating not only through being blind, but through adolescence and manhood, family and
romantic relationship and the various cultural differences in the countries he visits, as well as the
healing of a heart from turbulence to peace. Matt, I applaud your courage and perseverance,
willingness to see and present yourself with such honesty and humor. I look forward to a sequel.”

Elaine, “In some ways it is funny and in some way it is so sad. This is an interesting book. It
seems Gilly's training did not go far enough. He did not know how to lead to a chair, or door. or
on a train. He didn't know how to tell the blind that they were fixing to walk into the middle of a
busy freeway. The man needed a person, not a dog.A dog can only do so much. Then if a blind
man insists he is right what can you do but lead on.In some ways it is funny and in some way it is
so sad. Gilly seems hungry all the time. I don't think he gets fed enough. people that go by the
book are wrong. You have to judge by how the animal acts. Any way it was a good read to pass
the time.”

JustDucky, “A POWERFUL STORY OF INTERDEPENDENCE!. I loved this heartwarming story
of a young man, with great determination, and his relationship with his guide dog! I laughed, I
cried, I could feel what Matt was feeling...his pride, his frustration, his love of life, and his
determination...all through Gilly's eyes. I could also feel what Gilly was feeling. Matt, you have so
much courage and have not let the word "no" become a part of your vocabulary! I admit that the
ending is sad. I can imagine how difficult it was for you. We have a 10 year old yellow lab named
Guinness (Guinny) who has many of Gilly's personality traits and are thankful for the
unconditional love he has given us. As a result of reading your book, I've gone to your website
and have enjoyed your insight and your music. Achilles is very cute too and so is his blog. We
also live in Pittsburgh, and thankfully, saw an article in the McKnight Journal that encouraged me
to purchase your book. Thank you!”

Stellalunna, “Poignant. "Through Gilly's Eyes" is an exceptionally honest portrayal of one young
mans journey to being independent after the loss of his sight.Originality is shown with this tale
(pun intended) being told from Gilly's, the guide dog, point of view. Comically he relates how
handsome he is, how much he loves belly rubs, and lest I not forget his love for kibble.While this
narrative could be wrought with angst, it is refreshingly not. It is a well written, truthful and
straightforward story that moves at a fast pace with gobs of charm coming out of its proverbial
ears.Any one who has a pet will want to embrace them once completing this touching and
inspirational story. And if you want more then check out pictures of Gilly at Matt's website: [...]”

pat, “Gilly - the slightly lazy guide dog. Meet Gilly - a newly trained guide dog as she joins her
new owner. it is a first for both of them and as the story unfolds you learn of their struggles and
successes.”

carole mac, “A different view. My son has a Guide Dog and although this is the American version



of the whole Guide Dog process, it is a very interesting insight, especially from the dog's
viewpoint. Essential reading for anyone involved with a visually impaired person.”

Ebook Library Reader, “An excellent read. I loved the way this book was written, I couldn’t put the
book down. Thank you for giving an insight into the life of a blind person and his wonderful guide
dog”

Sylvia McKenzie, “Loved this dog. Beautiful book.  Thank you so much”

The book by Matthew VanFossan has a rating of 5 out of 4.6. 215 people have provided
feedback.
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