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This book was written from the couch.

Most days, that’s where I end up. Sitting, folding into myself. Laughing sometimes, crying sometimes, with my constant friend pressed against my legs, watching the house breathe.

This story is written in the wake of my daughter Kahlia’s death, based around those first few months and what Buster observed. He has lived through children, cats, boats, moving houses, death, grief, and the kind of quiet that rearranges a person. He has not lived through any of it conceptually. He has lived through it with his body. With waiting, with smell and most importantly, with staying.

These pieces were written in the middle of ordinary days. Between emails, after nights where sleep wouldn’t come. Wondering what he is thinking, what he makes of life, of death, the changes, and the things he may not quite understand.

This is not a story, there’s no storyline to follow, there are simply moments. Moments where animals can teach us about a different view.

Some of these pages are light. Some of them carry grief. All of them were written with love, and with the quiet attention of a small dog who does not fix, advise, or rush.

He stays.

This book is what he sees while he does.
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WHO I AM
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The humans call me Buster. I am not sure why.

If I had chosen my own name, it would probably have been something more ferocious.
Something with teeth in it. Something that meant wolf, or storm, or king of the yard.
But Buster is what they use when they want me. And I always come.
So I suppose it is my name.
I am black and white and brown, which means I belong to no single idea of myself. Humans like things to be one thing. I have always been many.

They say I am a Jack Russell, Fox Terrier cross.
I don’t know what that means.
I know what chicken means. 
I am seventeen and a half years old, which is very old in dog years and still not enough in human ones. My body moves slower now, but my nose does not.

I was adopted outside a place where humans go when they don’t want to cook, a strange place to find a new home, but I didn’t ask any questions. I don’t remember choosing her, I just remember that she was there, and she made me feel warm and safe. That has always been enough.

The humans gave me a French name once. It was Bustard.
They thought this was funny.
I thought this was accurate.
I have two brothers and a sister. I have had cats. Some were friends. Some were enemies. Patrick tried to kill me. I did not love Patrick. When Patrick disappeared, I did not ask where he went. I shudder when I hear his name.

Rory was different. Rory was soft. Rory was warm. Rory was always there. Rory was great fun to chase. When Rory disappeared, the house learned a new quiet. I still check her places.

I lived on a boat once. Humans thought this was an adventure. I thought it was a test. I am afraid of water. Some days I forgot this and ran down the pier as if it were solid. It was not. I fell in. My people lifted me out. I forgave the water. I did not befriend it. This may have happened more than once.

I love chicken. I do not return the ball. I do not understand why anyone would.

I am not afraid of big dogs. I am afraid of bicycles and men in hats. This is not negotiable.

I lick faces whenever possible. This is also not negotiable.

I do not understand the lead. I understand walking together.

I am here to notice.
I am here to wait.
I am here to stay.
And humans, from where I am sitting, are very strange.
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WHAT HUMANS DO FIRST THING


[image: ]


Humans wake up as if something has already gone wrong. Even when the light is soft, even when the room is still, even when the day has not asked for them yet. Morning finds them before they find themselves, before their bodies have caught up.

I am awake first. I am always awake first.

These days, I sleep in my own bed, on the floor beside hers. It is new. My body asked for it. The jumping is harder now. The twisting. The lifting myself into the small warm cave behind her knees. Once, I slept there every night. Curled into the back of her legs. Under the covers. Breathing the same air. Learning her dreams by the way her muscles changed.

Now I sleep on the floor, but I keep my nose pointed in her direction. Close enough to hear her breathing. Protecting her.

Morning arrives through the window before it arrives in her. The room smells like sleep. Warm skin, old air, something soft and unfinished. Somewhere outside, a bird tries out a sound, a car passes, the fridge clicks. The house makes the tiny noises it saves for when humans are quiet.

She shifts. Not awake yet. Just adjusting, her foot finds the edge of the mattress. Her hand slides across the sheet, open, as if looking for something it expects to be there.

Sometimes it used to find me, when I was lying beside her. I lift my head anyway. Humans wake in pieces; a breath first, then a movement. Then a thought.

Before she opens her eyes, her arm reaches for the small glowing thing on the table. It hums. It sings. It tells her something urgent about a world that is not in this room.

Her face changes before her body does. She is here, but she is also somewhere else. This is the first thing humans do. They go away.

They stare into light, they scroll their thumbs. They swallow messages, they listen for alarms even after they have stopped. Their breathing shifts; shorter, tighter.

Sometimes there is more than one alarm, as if the first one might not mean it. As if the second one might convince them to become who they need to be.

I stand and stretch. My nails click on the floor. I shake the last of the night from my back. I walk up closer to her side and place my nose closer. Her skin smells different in the morning.
Like inside, like salt, like something not yet assembled.
This is the first thing I do. I check; her breath, the warmth of her. The way her mouth is holding itself. Sometimes she is already awake, but far away. Sometimes her eyes are open, but she is not in them yet.

There used to be other mornings. Smaller feet. Fast feet. Feet that forgot things. There were bags and voices and hair everywhere. Toast smells, sweet cereal smells, milk and sugar and hurry. The sharp clean smell of school clothes. There was running and shouting and doors and the sound of finding shoes that were always in the same place and never where they should have been.

Mornings fell over each other. Now they open, quiet. Now it is often just her and me and the kettle.

Sometimes she sits on the edge of the bed and presses her face into her hands, elbows on her knees, like she is holding herself together until she recognises who she is again.

This is when I step closer. I stand and wait for her.  She exhales, long and slow. This is the sound I wait for.

Humans think the first thing they do in the morning is check; the time, the messages, what they missed. I think the first thing they do is scatter.

Their bodies are here. Their attention is not.

I stay close. So, there is something solid in the room.

The second thing humans do is apologise; to the day, to their bodies, to the world. They say “I should” before they say anything else. I do not apologise. I locate the food situation. This is also important.

Eventually, she puts the small light down. Her shoulders drop back into their real place.
She looks around the room like someone who has just arrived. Sometimes she finds me already watching her. She reaches for me then. Her hand is warm, heavy. Sure. This is my favourite part. Not because it is affection. Because it is arrival.
This is when the day actually begins.

Not when the world is checked. When the body is.

When she remembers there is a floor. And a dog, and a window, and a kitchen that smells like yesterday and possibility. Humans think mornings are for beginning. I think they are for learning where you are; in the bed, in your breathing, in the room. With whoever is close enough to touch.

Once this is done, we can talk about food. 
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WHY MORNINGS MATTER
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I get up before she does. I always have. Even now, when my legs are slower and the floor is cold, I get up first. This is not loyalty, this is habit. This is how the house used to begin. I stand, I stretch. My back legs take a moment to remember themselves, then I walk.

I do not go to the kitchen. I go to the rooms first. Zac’s door is closed. I nose it, scratch at it, then listen. Breathing ... good. Then I walk to the other room. Kahlia’s room.

She was nine when I arrived. She was the one who lay on the floor with me. The one who sang to me when the house was loud. The one who rocked me to sleep on her special orange blanket and laughed when I licked her chin.

She smelled like coconut shampoo and warm clothes and the outside. She played the guitar -badly at first, then better, then beautifully. She talked on the phone for a long time, lying on her back with her feet on the wall. I used to sleep there, curled inside the sound of her voice.

Her room does not smell like her anymore.

I stand in the doorway, I do this every morning. Not because I expect her, but because my body still hopes. Because she left before, and she always came back. She took her things; she closed this door. She slept in other places, but she always returned and remade the room with herself.

This time, she did not.

The light comes in through the window and lands where her bed used to be messy and covered with pillows and clothes. Nothing is disturbed now. The air does not move. Sometimes I step inside. Sometimes I don’t.

I do not like this room anymore. It holds itself too carefully. When I turn back, the house feels larger. Too much space between sounds. This is how I know it is morning. Not by light. By the size of the quiet.

When I go back to the bedroom, she is usually fully awake. My person. Some mornings she is sitting on the edge of the bed, already folded forward, hands hanging between her knees. Some mornings she is still lying down, staring at the ceiling as if it might tell her what comes next.

She used to move fast in the mornings. She used to get up and make noise and talk to the kettle and walk with purpose. Now mornings take her, they gather around her shoulders, asking her to stay still. Her face in the morning is different from the rest of the day; unassembled, unguarded.

Sometimes her eyes fill before she has blinked properly. Sometimes she presses her fingers into them like she is trying to push something back.

I walk to her, I stand close enough that she can feel the heat of me without touching.

She cries more in the mornings than at any other time. Not the crying that has words, the crying that leaks. The crying that comes from a place that has not yet put its day clothes on.

She says Kahlia’s name in the mornings. Not like you say a name to someone. Like you say a name to a room; soft, careful. As if she might still be sleeping somewhere. Sometimes she goes quiet after. Sometimes she stares at the wall. Sometimes she says, “I don’t know how to do this again.” I do not know what this means. I only know that mornings hurt her. They have since the day Kahlia did not come back.

I do not know what death is. I know what absence is, I know what it is when someone who made a place warm no longer does. I know what it is when a sound that built the day is gone. I know what it is when the house wakes up and something is missing from it.

Mornings matter because they show us this before anything distracts us from it. Before she remembers how to hold herself for other people. This is when love is still loud, this is when the missing has not yet learned how to be quiet. I stay close in the mornings. I follow her from room to room. I lie where she stops. I place my body where hers is heaviest. I know she needs more weight in the house now. Because Kahlia is gone.

[image: ]So, I give her mine.
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THE SMELL OF THE DAY
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After the house, there is the bowl. This is not a metaphor; this is an order. My stomach speaks before my thoughts do.

The bowl is never exactly the same.

Sometimes it smells like chicken.
Sometimes it smells like something pretending to be chicken.
Sometimes it smells like the bottom of the sea.
I eat carefully. Not because I am polite. Because the smell tells a story.

Where it has been.
How long it waited.
Who touched it.
What it has met on the way to me.

I put my nose in first. Deep. So deep my whiskers disappear. So deep the world narrows to one small, perfect place. The bowl speaks. Sometimes I pause with my face inside it, not eating yet.

Just breathing. Learning.

The first mouthful is not for hunger. It is for information. Humans put food in their mouths without meeting it first. They swallow before they have listened. They chew while thinking about other things.

I take my time. I know what has entered my body. And then, once I know... I am not careful at all.

Then there is no dignity. Then there is sound. Then there is commitment.

My jaw works.
My tongue gets involved.
My whole face changes.
Sometimes my ears go back and my feet brace, as if I am eating against weather. Sometimes I close my eyes.

Nothing else exists when I eat.

Not the house.
Not the street.
Not the sadness that lives in some rooms.
Just mouth. Just smell. Just the small, good work of being an animal who has found something.

When I finish, the bowl is empty in a way humans rarely achieve.

No corners.
No memory.
No almost.
I do not leave polite evidence.

I leave nothing. This is important.

Not wasting.
Not half.
I have taken the day into me. I have let it become part of me.

I do not apologise for this. I think this is what bodies are for.

After the bowl, there is the door. And after the door, there is everything.

The yard is never empty, even when it looks like it.

The grass is a library.

The fence is a newspaper.

The lemon tree is an argument that has been continuing for years.

I put my nose down and the night opens.

Not all at once. In layers.

Who passed through.
Who paused.
Who ran.
Who argued.
Who thought better of it.
The cat from three houses down has been here again.

Nigel.

Nigel thinks he is invisible. He is not. Nigel smells like dry leaves and stolen food and self-importance. He smells like he steps where he likes and expects the world to move. He sat on my fence for four minutes. Four minutes is a very long time to be rude. I know this because the smell is still warm. Because part of him is still considering himself.

Nigel pretends he does not care about me. This is incorrect.

He cares enough to come back.
He cares enough to sit exactly where I can see him from the door.
He cares enough to leave traces of himself behind.

There was also a bird who did not trust the quiet.

It landed.
It left.
It landed again.
Anxious bird.

Small feet. Fast heart. I can always tell the nervous ones. They smell like movement even when they are still.

There was a dog I have never met. Young, confident. Bad at boundaries.

He ran hard and turned late. He told the ground a long story about himself.

I read it carefully. I do not approve.

There was a person who cried into their hands near the corner. The salt is still there.

Humans think tears disappear. They travel, they settle. They wait to be found.

This is what the yard is full of; not dirt. Lives.

Every nose-down morning is a meeting.

Sometimes with neighbours.
Sometimes with strangers.
Sometimes with arguments that happened while we were sleeping.
Sometimes with a joy that didn’t have anyone to tell.
The grass holds it.

The concrete keeps secrets badly.

The fence is terrible at minding its own business.

Humans walk through this without noticing. They step on whole conversations. They wipe their feet on yesterday, they do not know how much has already happened before breakfast.

When I lift my head, the world is already inside me. This is why I am not in a hurry. I am not looking for something, I am already with everyone. Humans think sight is how you know the world. Sight only tells you what is in front of you. Smell tells you what has happened.

She stands sometimes at the door while I do this. She waits, she does not tell me to come.

She has learned that I am working. Sometimes she laughs when I stop for a long time and stare at nothing.

Nothing to her. Whole stories to me.

Sometimes she waits with me. While I am reading the ground, she is reading the air. She takes one long breath through her nose. Then another. Her body changes when she does this. She gets heavier in her feet, quieter in her face. More here. I like her best like this.

The world is very close when you smell it. It is not an idea. It is other lives touching yours.

Smell is how you belong. You cannot smell without letting something in. This is what I am doing out here.

Letting the world reach me.

Letting it leave itself on me.

Letting it enter my body before it becomes anything else.

Humans think the day begins when they decide what it is. I think it begins when something meets you.

Cold on the nose.
Damp on the feet.
Air moving inside the chest.
This is how I stay in the world. Not by understanding it. By being in it.

Nose down.
Body open.
[image: ]Letting the morning find me, before anything tells me what to expect.
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Buster’s Words of Wisdom

* You don't have to solve the day before you startit.

Your body is allowed to wake up slowly.

Being here is enough for the first few minutes.

Touching something real helps. A dog works well.

Sometimes the bravest thing you can do is simply stay.
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Buster’s Words of Wisdom

* Your body understands the world before your mind does.

Paying attention is oneway of staying alive inside the day.

Even in grief, the world continues to meet you.

You belong here, simply by being in the morning.

It is okay to avoid the Nigel's of theworld.
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Buster’'s Words of Wisdom

Mornings can be the hardest part of grief. Thisis normal.
The heart remembers before the rest of the world wakes up.
Saying their name out loud is a way of loving them.

If today begins with tears, it has still begun.
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