
The Path of Three Prints 

And while I stood there, I saw more than I can tell, and I understood 
more than I saw; 

for I was seeing in a sacred manner the shapes of things in the spirit, 
and the shape of all shapes as they must live together like one being. 

~ Black Elk 
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She sat across from me twisting a tissue with hands that revealed a 
woman who had cared for her late husband and her many children. 
Embarrassed, she looked away as she occasionally dabbed at tears that 
wandered down her cheeks. I had seen this before, not with this woman, 
but with many others; yet, it still seemed like the first time, and it still 
hurt. After several minutes, she gathered herself and turned towards me, 
crumbled the tissue in her fist, and locked her gaze on me. At that 
moment, I knew she had changed. Tears and slumped shoulders were 
now replaced by hard, amber eyes and a rigid jaw, an obvious reflex of 
having survived many personal trials in her life. Pulling back her 
shoulders, she leaned forward, and without hesitation, she stated, “The 
right thing to do by my family is to put my dog to sleep, and that’s what 
I’m going to do.” Sighing, I settled back in my chair and wondered 
where this woman’s generation had gone—a generation where the blue 
collar man was the backbone of an unheralded nation, where a 
handshake still meant something, and where suffering was accomplished 
with dignity and silence. 

Just thirty minutes earlier, this woman had painfully explained why she 
had come to visit me. She told me about the recent passing of her 
beloved husband of fifty seven years. She told me that her husband 
adopted a shepherd-chow mix named Rex and how much the dog’s 
playful nature had helped him cope with the illness that eventually 
claimed his life. She talked about how this dog was a living reminder of 
her husband and how much she cherished it, and about how this dog, the 
salvation of her loneliness, had inexplicably bitten her four-year-old 
grandson just two days earlier. Finally, she explained how the grandson’s 
parents, fearing for their child’s safety, threatened to never bring their 
son back to visit her again as long as Rex was alive. 

“But why would Rex bite a harmless child and put me through the pain 
of having to do this? After all, he’s known my grandson since he was a 
baby,” she asked. Before I was able to answer, she pressed on, “This is 
my fault. I must have done something to make Rex angry with me.”



I shook my head while listening but remained silent as I thought about 
how many times I had heard this before. 

After any incident that involves a dog attacking a family member, the 
owner usually takes the blame. Because these owners believe their dog 
is very much like a human and carries the same emotional and moral 
qualities as they and their family, they can only reason that the attack 
was provoked by some action of theirs. After all, what other explanation 
could there be? The dog had amply demonstrated its love for them for 
years just like they had for it. Until the attack occurred, they were one, 
big, happy family. While I was still pondering over this, my client 
continued. ” My son and daughter-in-law are right. If I’m a good 
grandmother, I’ll have to put Rex to sleep because he bit my grandson 
for no reason.” With that, the tears began to well up in her eyes again. 

When did we lose our way? As a nation of dog lovers, we have become 
hopelessly lost. We no longer own dogs for pets; instead, we own make-
believe humans in fur coats, and we treat them as such. In our failure to 
recognize what it is we really own, we have wandered into a fairy tale 
existence where we believe dogs and humans reason and act out the 
same. This belief has left us hurt, woefully confused, and without 
answers when our dogs act out in ways we don’t expect. 

Sadly, nature never intended it to be this way. From the wild wolf who is 
perfectly suited for its world, she created a wolf that is perfectly suited 
for ours. But, like a wonderful gift that has been left unopened, our 
imaginations have fabricated something inside nature’s gift that we 
humans desire and not what was given. If we would only find the will to 
open the box, we would discover something far greater. Staring up out of 
the box would be a domestic wolf born of a rich heritage and carved 
from the wild. With its behavior wrapped in the trappings of steadfast 
predictability, this creature would provide us with trustworthy 
companionship and the tranquility that comes from understanding and 
accepting it for what it is and not for what we wish it to be. In a 
paradoxical way, we would actually get what we really desire. 



This old woman had lost her way. Because she did not know the wolf in 
her dog, the only path she could find that would satisfy the ultimatum 
she had received was one created by mis- guided humans, and it led to a 
dead end. Yet, for the sake of her family, she had already taken her first 
few steps along that path. 

I shook my head in conflict. I pitied this woman and her family for their 
ignorance, but at the same moment, I also marveled at her strength and 
conviction during this emotional crisis. Staring into her eyes, she 
reminded me of a time when my mentor and I came across a mortally 
wounded female wolf lying in the snow many years ago in Alaska. The 
wolf was a majestic animal with silver-gray fur that was unsettled by the 
nasty wounds to her head and torso, and as we approached her, she made 
no attempt to get up; instead, she followed our every move with her 
unrelinquishing eyes. 

“What happened?” I asked. My mentor stood a few paces away with his 
eyes narrowed as he scanned the snow in all directions. I could tell by 
the look on his face that he’d heard me, but I had learned quite some 
time ago that he didn’t always answer my questions. Sometimes, he 
ignored them until I asked them in a way that suited him more. Other 
times, he would make me answer them myself. However, on those 
occasions that involved possible danger, he would do what he was doing 
now, narrow his eyes in total concentration, lock his jaw, and ignore me 
until he was ready. Taking that as my cue, I unslung my rifle, knelt 
down, and reflexively went through the steps required to ensure it was 
ready to fire, all while tracking any sign of possible danger the wild was 
willing to yield. 

“You won’t be needing that rifle kid. It’s just you, me, and this old she-
wolf, and she’s in no shape to pose a problem,” my mentor said, 
kneeling next to the wounded wolf whose breath was becoming 
increasingly more labored. His eyes had changed from their trademark 
narrow slits to the soft, distant gaze I would see every time his eyes 
settled on the Brooks Mountain Range, the first snowflakes of the year, 



the last rays of sun fighting their way through the tops of the spruce 
trees, or when he closed the door to his cabin to mark the end of another 
outing into the wild. It was as though he never wanted those moments to 
end, and through his eyes, he pulled those moments into his heart where 
they never would. This broken wolf was being tucked away forever. In a 
silent language that I had yet to learn, she acknowledged my mentor’s 
gesture with a slight lifting of her head, and then she left this world with 
the same silence and composure that had kept her alive in it. 

“She had been displaced by her pack,” my mentor explained. “Most 
likely too old to have been productive enough to keep around. This was 
her final attempt to make a kill before she starved to death.” The wolf’s 
death had been the result of a desperate attempt to bring down an adult 
moose by herself on a bitterly cold February morning. Hundreds of wolf 
and moose tracks mixed with blood gave an account of the final 
moments of a life spent in a land where nothing is free and where death 
is all too often the price that must be paid. 

“How could her pack do that to her? It’s not right,” I protested angrily. 

“It’s not?” my mentor said as he stood up. His eyes had changed back to 
the trademark slits that meant I had better be careful where I tread with 
my answer. Even so, I threw caution to the wind because I was angry at 
the unfairness of it all. 

”No sir,” I answered.

My mentor did not respond immediately. Instead, he continued to stare 
at me while his lips formed a smile. I felt my heart rate start to rise as I 
knew that particular smile was not one of approval; rather, it was the 
same smile a hen saw right before the fox killed it. My mentor began, 
“Nature culls the weak, old and unproductive, kid. She has to. This 
ensures there will be enough food for the young, strong wolves who, 
unlike the old, weak wolves, are able to reproduce and make more 
young, strong wolves. You don’t have to agree with it, kid; you just have 



to accept it. Nature is always right.” Well, I didn’t accept it at that time, 
and my thoughts must have registered on my face; as we headed away 
from the dead wolf, he quietly added, “Don’t ever grow old, kid; if you 
do, when you get dis- placed by a younger society, try to leave this 
world like that she- wolf—quietly, but on your feet, fighting to the end.” 

__________ 

My client was no longer a victim. She had determined a plan of action, 
and like the mortally wounded wolf, she was deter- mined to face the 
consequences of her dog’s actions without a whimper and fight to the 
end. In just a few short moments, she had transformed from a helpless 
grandmother to a woman whom I cared for and admired. I wanted to 
help her and give her the knowledge that would spare her dog’s life and 
restore her relationship with her family. 

Leaning towards her, I reached out and took her hands in mine. As I 
looked into eyes that were resolved not to shed another tear, I asked, 
“Would you like to keep your dog and have your grandson continue to 
visit you?” At first, there was no answer, only silence. Then, ever so 
slowly, her hands began to quiver, and her eyes began to blink rapidly. 
Both gave way to the hope that was cautiously rising in her. Quietly, she 
asked, “Of course, but how?” 

“Come take a journey with me on a path of three prints,” I said. “A path 
that travels through the wild where the wolf lives and through the land 
where your beloved Rex lives. At the end of the journey, the path will 
become two prints but remain as three. It is there that you will come to 
understand why Rex attacked your grandson and why he does so many 
of his other behaviors. You will also learn how to lead Rex and control 
him. With this knowledge, you will create the vibrant and stable 
coexistence that nature intended for both of you, and then your grandson 
will be welcomed back into your home.” 



I paused for a moment to let her consider all that I had said, and it was 
then that I became aware of the strong grip that had replaced her feeble, 
shaking hands. “A path of three prints that becomes two but remains as 
three? I’m not sure if I under- stand what that means, but I’m not afraid 
to find out. Especially, if it saves Rex’s life,” she said quietly. 

I smiled at my client who had suddenly become like a frightened child 
holding on for dear life to the hands that she believed would make 
everything okay again. Ironically, she did not understand, but she had 
faith, and her faith was all that was needed to understand. Grinning, I 
explained, “It’s a bit of a riddle, one that a very special man taught me 
when I was a young boy growing up in Alaska. It will make sense to you 
in the end, and it will bring you peace.” 

Slowly, my client turned away from me and stared out the window by 
her chair. The yearning manner in her gaze communicated an enduring 
loss that time had yet to heal. After a few moments, she softly exhaled 
and whispered, “My husband was a very special man as well.” Then, as 
she turned back to me, she asked, “Did this man take you on the same 
journey that you are about to take me?” 

Now it was my turn to stare out the window. I had done my best to be 
the rock that my client could lean on, but the memories of my journey on 
the path of three prints with my mentor had resurrected my own 
enduring loss. But, while I watched the top of the pine trees framing the 
window dance in the wind, I heard a voice from the past. “Hey, kid. 
What are you waiting for? You already know all the waypoints for this 
journey, so plot the course and get moving. The sun sets early this time 
of year, and it’s about to set on this old lady who’s counting on you to 
save her dog. Remember to set a good pace, but don’t lose her along the 
way.” 

Even in my memories, my mentor was still a rock I could lean on, and 
now it was my turn to be the same for my client. Facing her, I returned 



her strong grip and answered, “Yes ma’am, he did.”  

The tears that she had tried so hard to hold back won their way and 
began to stream down her face. This time, she did not turn away. Instead, 
she leaned forward to hug me and whispered into my ear, “Lead the 
way.” 


