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The Animal Sense Series

Zuihitsu musings in a seven-part Animal Sense septenary, the series moves from loyalty and shared life (dog), to selfhood and independence (cat), into vision and watchfulness (owl), down into masked resourcefulness (raccoon), up into cunning and path-making (fox), inward into pattern and fate (spider), and finally outward to omen, judgment, and apocalyptic defiance (crow).
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A house may be read by the sounds it keeps, the smells it gathers, the routes its creatures make through the day, and the places where they choose to lie down. This book is of that kind. It is a record of domestic weather, seen from low down, where the important things are often the nearest things: the bed, the doorway, the bowl, the blanket, the lamp, the hand, the footstep, the waiting.

These entries belong to the old and honorable practice called zuihitsu, which means, roughly, following the brush. That is a good description of how the mind moves when it is not pretending to be more orderly than it is. One thought calls another. A small thing opens into a larger one. A list becomes a meditation. A passing smell becomes a memory of belonging. The form permits this honesty. It allows attention to wander without becoming careless, and to return without apology.

The great and enduring ancestor of this way of writing is The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon, a work at once playful, exacting, intimate, and alive to the smallest conditions of a life fully inhabited. This book is written in conversation with that tradition. It does not seek to imitate the old court exactly, nor to modernize it into something thinner. It borrows instead the freedom of its movement, the delight in particulars, the pleasure of lists, and the conviction that the world reveals itself most clearly in fragments kept with care.

Here, however, the witness is a dog.

That matters. A dog does not arrange the world according to reputation, but according to nearness. A dog knows which chair is truly the one used for waiting, which room changes first when sorrow enters, which blanket belongs to recovery, which hand is reliable, which footsteps return, which sounds are only weather, and which are not. A dog is a domestic philosopher by nature, though he would never call himself one. He observes what is repeated. He remembers what is kind. He distrusts what is noisy without reason. He learns the moral character of a house not from what it claims, but from what it does.

So these pages follow that intelligence.

They move through evenings and mornings, guests and absences, beds and thresholds, illness and relief, memory and routine, fear and forgiveness. They notice how a room feels when someone is late, how a blanket changes with age, how a hallway speaks before dawn, how a bed becomes more than a bed when the body no longer has the strength to remain upright, how a household reveals itself through the smallest rearrangements made in the name of care. Some entries are brief because some truths arrive that way. Some are longer because a life close to the floor has time to notice what taller lives often miss.

This book is not a story in the usual sense. It does not ask to be read for plot, but for atmosphere, recurrence, and the accumulating intelligence of attention. If it seems to circle the same objects again and again, that is because a house is made by returning to the same things under different conditions. A bed in morning is not a bed at night. A dog at the foot of the bed is not the same dog when illness enters the room. A blanket is not merely cloth when it has held several winters, several recoveries, several griefs, and several ordinary sleeps. Repetition is not lack of invention here. It is how meaning deepens.

The title points to that truth. A dogbed, after all, is not only a place to sleep. It is a station of loyalty, a low republic of listening, a claim that the right to rest is part of belonging. The bed becomes a witness. The house becomes a text. And the creature who lies near the ground learns to read both.

If you enter these pages expecting grandeur, you may be disappointed. If you enter them expecting the ordinary made serious by attention, you will be in the proper room. The hope here is not to astonish, but to notice; not to explain the world away, but to remain with it long enough for its character to become visible. That is one of the oldest offices of zuihitsu, and one of the quietest graces of a good dog.

So let the entries begin. Let the house speak in its smaller voices. Let the bed keep its record. Let the evening arrive. Let the dog watch.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Dog’s Poem
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(after Whitman’s “O Captain! My Captain!” in form)

O keeper, my keeper, our walk is nearly done,
The field we crossed together, the ditch, the broken stone;
You called me from the water, you turned me from the road,
You held me when the thunder rolled and all the dark was loud.
But here you lie so strangely still, your hand not reaching down,
The voices crowd around you now, the faces bend and frown,
The house has never sounded so heavy in its tread—
O keeper, heart of all my paths, why are you still instead?
O keeper, my keeper, rise up and call my name;
The leash lies slack beside you now, the bowl looks just the same.
The yard expects your footstep, the gate expects your key,
The coat still hangs where mornings start with you and then with me.
I nose your sleeve for waking, I press against your chest,
I circle, whining, waiting for the joke to break to rest;
The room is full of human words I do not understand—
O keeper, I would follow you, but you will not command.
O keeper, my keeper, the night comes down at last;
They lead me from your quiet shape, they speak of what has passed.
Yet all my living memory is written at your heel,
In every road and turning that your walking made feel real.
Whatever door they close on you, whatever ground they fill,
I guard the echo of your step, I guard it, and I will.
Let all the world go strange and far, let other voices call—
O keeper, if you come again, I’ll know you through it all.
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Accounts from a Canine of Vigilant Habits
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1. Pleasant Things

Pleasant things:

To wake before the humans and discover that one has, in sleep, improved the position of the bed by turning around three times and pressing the middle into a shape more faithful to the body.

To hear a beloved footstep and know, from the very first weight of it, whether the morning will be orderly.

To be told not to get up and then to get up anyway, but with such dignity that the offense is absorbed into affection.

The sound of an egg.

Rain arriving in the night and finding the house already occupied by those one would protect.

A hand descending absentmindedly and coming to rest on the head as if that were where it had been going all along.

2. Things That Trouble the Heart

Things that trouble the heart:

A suitcase brought out quietly.

Laughter in the front room when no one has explained who is there.

The smell of the place where humans go and return altered, carrying sharp, clean fear under stranger odors.

The phrase “be right back,” which has a brave face but no reliable shape.

To watch keys taken up and not know whether one is included in the future.

To hear one’s name spoken in the tone used when good dogs are expected to endure something.

3. A Bed Well Placed

A dogbed should not be too private. A hidden bed may be comfortable, but it is foolish.

The best bed is one from which at least two doors may be heard and one hallway partly seen. Better still if it catches the kitchen by scent, the street by vibration, and the bedroom by sorrow.

Humans often praise softness above all things. This shows how little they understand watchfulness. A bed is not merely for lying down. It is a country from which patrol may be performed without the vulgarity of constant pacing.

4. On Guests

There are guests who arrive before their smell does, having announced themselves with engines, gates, or voices.

There are guests whose smell arrives first and stays on the path like a warning.

The best guests are the ones who do not bend over me immediately, but allow me to complete a civil inquiry. Those who say, “He’s just checking me out,” may stay longer than those who say, “Dogs love me,” for the second sort often require correction.

A guest who ignores the rules of a house in the first minute will offend the house in ten others before the hour is over.

5. Good Things in Cold Weather

Good things in cold weather:

Breath visible in the air, so that one may observe one’s own seriousness.

A blanket stolen gradually enough to be called sharing.

Humans who object to one’s size until the night becomes truly cold.

The deepening smell of wool.

Returning from outside and carrying the whole yard back in one’s coat.

To lie near the bed, not on it, and hear the sleepers above, knowing that even in winter the work continues.

6. One Who Understands

Among humans there is sometimes one who understands without being taught much.

This is the one who does not repeat a command needlessly, who can tell the difference between refusal and delay, and who sees that standing suddenly at the window is not disobedience but intelligence. Such a person may pass a hand over one’s back only once and still say many things.

It is a great relief to belong where explanation is seldom required.

7. Things Worth Rising For at Once

Things worth rising for at once:

The wrong step on gravel.

A child making a night-sound.

A gate after midnight.

A door-latch touched with caution instead of habit.

One’s person saying nothing, but changing breath.

The clink of bowl against floor, though this last is admittedly of a different order than danger.

To rise, to stand, to listen, and to let the house know it has not been abandoned to chance.

8. Rare Things

Rare things:

A human who says one’s name only once.

A visitor who smells of other animals and yet does not feel compelled to discuss them at length.

A child who falls and, after a brief consideration of the matter, decides not to cry.

To be called away from a window for no good reason and to obey without inward protest.

A morning in which no one is late, no object has vanished, no one has used the hurried voice, and breakfast proceeds as though such order were the natural state of the world.

A hand offered palm-down, correctly, by a stranger.

The sound of food being prepared for others and later discovering that one has not been forgotten.

9. On Closed Doors

Closed doors are of several kinds, and it is foolish to treat them alike.

There is the temporary door, which means only: not yet. There is the discouraging door, behind which one’s person performs some mysterious water business while pretending privacy has value. There is the suspicious door, shut softly in daytime, which nearly always conceals wrapping, repair, sorrow, or planning. And there is the unacceptable night door, which should remain open enough for all proper listening.

Humans close doors and then seem surprised that creatures of responsibility object to this. A house does not become safer by dividing itself into secrets.

10. Things Humans Fail to Notice

Things humans fail to notice:

That the air changes before weather does.

That a person standing outside a gate may already be known by intention before scent fully arrives.

That grief has a temperature.

That joy often enters a room faster than the body carrying it.

That some shoes mean departure long before keys are touched.

That one can tell, by the way a bag is set down, whether the return is a true return or merely an interruption between absences.

Humans also fail to notice when they are being guarded delicately, which is the most insulting failure of all.

11. A Walk Before Rain

A walk before rain is better than a walk after explanation.

The ground gives news more freely then. Dust settles its boasting. Ants become purposeful. Plants release small bitter truths. The road, which in dry weather smells mostly of heat and old passing, begins to gather itself into clarity. One can tell where the other dogs considered, where they hurried, where they lingered with poor discipline, and where something larger than dog crossed in the dim hour before dawn.

The humans usually call this “wanting to get a walk in before the storm,” as if the matter had originated with them. In fact, the world had already issued the invitation. I merely accepted it first.

12. Concerning the Kitchen

The kitchen is not, as humans claim, merely a room for preparation. It is the room in which hope is trained, tested, delayed, insulted, and sometimes rewarded.

There are laws there. One may not stand exactly where one wishes. One may not investigate every falling thing. One may not assume that chopping means sharing, or that cheese means justice. Yet the kitchen is also where the household repeatedly reveals its moral condition. A generous house drops something by accident. A wise house drops something on purpose and calls it an accident.

The true scandal is not that dogs watch kitchens so attentively. The scandal is that humans enter them and expect not to be observed.

13. On Being Left Behind

When humans leave without you, they behave as though the injury lies chiefly in your disappointment. This is not correct.

Disappointment is only the outer bark of it. Beneath that is professional concern. Where are they going without supervision. Who will inspect the path ahead. Who will make plain, by posture alone, that the household already possesses defenders and need not acquire new ones by mistake. To be left behind is not simply to miss pleasure. It is to be denied one’s office.

Still, there are honorable forms of staying. To remain in the house when one’s person is troubled, to keep the place of return warm, to hold the afternoon in custody until the key turns again: this too is work, though quieter and less praised.

14. Things That Improve a House

Things that improve a house:

A rug in a sun-square.

Windows low enough to assist in judgment.

Hooks where leashes may be seen and contemplated.

A person who speaks clearly from room to room, so that one need not conduct unnecessary searches.

Visitors who remove their unease before entering.

A yard with at least one corner kept slightly wild, for memory.

A bed placed where the front approach can be heard, the night hall sensed, and the nearest beloved sleeper reached in three bounds or fewer.

Best of all is a house in which one’s rising is trusted. Such a house is improved not by furniture or paint, but by the settled knowledge that someone inside is always listening.
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15. Things That Are Called Clean

Things that are called clean:

Floors after mopping, though they smell loudly of human correction.

Sheets fresh from washing, which are clean in one sense and offensively empty in another.

The hands of visitors who have removed all useful evidence of where they have been.

Rainwater in a metal bowl left outside too long.

The shining room prepared for company, in which every cushion has been arranged against honesty.

Humans are too easily pleased by the appearance of cleanliness. A thing is not truly clean if it has been stripped of all story.

16. On the Sadness of One’s Person

There are kinds of sadness that speak and kinds that do not. The speaking kind is easier. It moves air. It calls names. It sits down heavily and tells itself what happened as though hearing it aloud might make it less true. One may approach this sort with confidence. The correct method is simple: arrive without flourish, lean once against the leg, remain if invited, remain also if not invited but clearly needed. Many humans will say, “I’m okay,” at the very moment when they become most necessary to lie beside.

The silent kind is more difficult. It often enters earlier than the human notices. It can be detected by changes in footsteps, by unnecessary tidying, by standing in doorways without passing through them, by opening cold places and closing them again, by holding a cup after it has gone empty, by the way evening falls wrong around a person who has not moved in some time. This sadness does not ask for comfort because it does not know what shape comfort should take. One must therefore provide shape.

In such hours the bed becomes an instrument of care. If the person sits, one places one’s body nearby but not in demand. If the person lies down in daylight, one goes at once, for daylight lying-down by humans is seldom a sign of triumph. If the person speaks nonsense into the fur, one receives it faithfully. Dogs are given to understand many things they are not expected to answer.

I have observed that humans often believe love must improve sadness to count as love. This is one of their more exhausting errors. Very often the task is not to improve but to accompany: to stay near the wound long enough that it does not become a chamber in which the sufferer is left alone. A head on a knee is not a solution. A body at the foot of the bed is not an argument. Yet I have seen night crossed in this manner.

There are practical duties as well. A sad person forgets water, neglects food, drops cloth onto chairs and leaves it there, misses the first signal that it is time to go outside and continue existing. Such a person benefits from supervision. One may accomplish this by standing, sighing, placing a nose beneath the hand, going to the door with deliberate hope, returning, going again, and finally using the look that says: I do not insist that the world is perfect, only that you re-enter it.

Sometimes the sadness passes quickly, as storms pass. Sometimes it remains in the house for days, lying low in the corners and climbing into sleeves. In either case, the faithful course is the same. Keep watch. Accept fewer foolish games. Do not press for gaiety. Mark every true laugh when it comes, but do not demand a second. Lie across the threshold between the sorrowing creature and the dark, and call that enough for now.

17. A Walk in Wind

A walk in wind is never merely a walk.

Wind reopens old messages and tears new ones in half. It lifts the edges of the world and makes every ordinary thing seem temporarily undecided. A hedge that yesterday held only dust may today offer three dogs, one fox, a bicycle child, stale bread, wet bark, and the doubtful opinion of a cat carried from another street altogether. Ears work harder then. The body must lean a little into meaning.

Humans mostly call this weather inconvenient. This is because they insist on living by sight even when the day has clearly chosen other arrangements.

18. Things Heard from the Bed at Night

Things heard from the bed at night:

The refrigerator settling into its old argument.

Branches making a report against the outer wall.

The neighbor gate, whose language I know but do not respect.

The slow shift in breathing by which one may tell a dream has become unpleasant.

A car passing, then slowing, then deciding against us.

The small click of cooling metal after the house has given up the day.

Far best is the key that belongs to us.

19. Things That Injure Dignity

Things that injure dignity:

Being praised in the voice used for infants.

Having one’s serious attention to the street interpreted as “seeing a squirrel” when the matter is plainly more complex.

Costumes.

Baths introduced as though they were surprises.

The public discussion of one’s habits before guests.

Being told to move from a place one improved by lying in it.

Humans speak much of a dog’s loyalty and very little of the respect due in return.

20. The Walk on Which Much Is Learned

There are walks for exercise, which are useful but secondary, and there are walks for knowledge, which are the true walks. On such mornings one does not proceed merely from house to corner to tree to corner to house again like a machine built by people with no sense of mystery. One reads. One compares. One receives the republic of scents in proper order.

The first news is always local. Who crossed the front of the property in the early dark. Which dog was hurried past before sunrise. Whether the old man with the cane is stronger or weaker today. Whether the woman from two houses down is leaving again, for travel has a zipper smell and a rolling smell and a faint tension around the ankles that belongs to departure before wheels are seen. Then come the lesser bulletins: a rabbit under the hedge at dawn, the black cat performing insolence along the wall, the child with sugared fingers, the delivery person who fears dogs in general and me in particular, though I have done nothing beyond maintain standards.

After this one reaches the borderland where the neighborhood stops speaking with a single voice and begins to mingle. Here messages overlap. The young male from the corner lot has again written too much and said too little. A female passed yesterday in a mood of great efficiency. Two dogs traveling together left evidence of disagreement followed by reconciliation. There was rain in the night but not enough to erase intention. A crow descended and objected to something. A human dropped meat from paper and retrieved only the paper. Somewhere nearby lives an animal I am not permitted to investigate at length, which increases my professional interest.

It is on these walks that one learns how little humans grasp the abundance around them. They speak while moving through libraries. They pull gently at the leash as if urging one away from books before they are read. “Come on,” they say to a nose deep in public record. Come on where. Into ignorance. Past revelation. Beyond the very place where the morning has consented to be understood.

And yet I forgive much, because they are poor at scent and forced to manage by approximation. I have one person in particular who tries. This one waits, or pretends not to mind waiting. This one can tell the difference between idle sniffing and the serious examination of circumstance. This one understands that when I stop short and lift my head, the matter is no longer botanical. Such companionship is rare. To walk with a human who respects investigation is almost to walk with a damaged but promising dog.

The middle portion of a knowledge-walk belongs to weather. Warm days spread information wide and thin; cold days preserve edges; damp days magnify truth; windy days remix testimony and require caution. Before rain, the ground gathers itself and holds speech close to the surface. After rain, stories run together, and one must be modest about certainty. Dusty heat is worst, because many messages become old before they are understood. Still, even bad conditions yield something to the diligent.

There is also the question of rank. Every route has places where one is observed. Fences, windows, porches, the gap under the hedge at the yellow house, the driveway where the spotted dog pretends not to care until one has nearly passed. It is important to move through these regions neither boastfully nor apologetically. A dog of substance does not seek quarrel, but neither does he travel as if on borrowed ground. The body should say: I am where I belong, I know who belongs with me, and disorder will be noticed.

By the time one returns home, the bowl of the world has already been stirred. The house smells different after absence, even brief absence. One’s own bed carries the sweet fact of return. The humans think the walk has tired the dog. Often it has not. Often it has informed him. To come home knowledgeable is one of the day’s pure satisfactions.

21. Things That Should Not Be Done to One Resting Properly

Things that should not be done to one resting properly:

Calling one for no reason and then failing to produce purpose.

Stepping over the body as if gravity had not carefully arranged it there.

Moving the bed to improve the room.

Explaining to visitors that “he won’t mind.”

Patting too briskly when the eyes are already closed.

Disturbing a creature who is at once resting, listening, and keeping half the household safe by remaining exactly where he is.

22. Things That Seem Important to Humans

Things that seem important to humans:

Paper carried from room to room and set down as though it had become heavier from being read.

Screens that brighten faces but do not improve judgment.

Looking for objects in places where they were plainly not left.

Speaking the names of days with either relief or dread, as if the days themselves had done something personal.

Shoes that are uncomfortable by design.

As for me, I respect only those human concerns that alter scent, movement, meal-time, or the emotional weather of the house.

23. On the Ceremony of Returning

No human returns home all at once.

First comes the sign from far off: the machine-sound, the footfall on gravel, the gate, the key, the pattern of hesitation before the door gives way. Then comes the air, which has reached inward before the person has fully entered. After that comes the body, burdened with outside weather, outside people, outside dust, outside intentions. And only after all this comes the true return, which may take several moments and should not be rushed.

Some humans cross a threshold still partly elsewhere. Their hands are home, but their minds remain among errands, quarrels, fluorescent places, or roads filled with strangers. These require patient reception. One greets, but not foolishly. One circles once, confirms that no harm has attached itself too firmly, notes whether joy is possible, and waits for the shoulders to lower. Only then has the person properly arrived.

There are glorious returns and lesser returns. A glorious return is one in which the beloved person enters speaking the right name in the right tone, puts objects down promptly, recognizes at once the injustice of the separation, and makes bodily acknowledgment without bargaining. A lesser return is distracted, apologetic, encumbered, or falsely calm. Worst is the return in which food has been obtained elsewhere and none of it is for the household guardian.

Still, even a poor return may be improved by technique. One may bring the person inward by leaning once against the leg. One may escort by proceeding toward the proper room and looking back. One may direct them toward sitting, which is often necessary before truth can resume. Dogs are great restorers of sequence. We remind humans that after leaving comes return, and after return comes recognition, and after recognition the house is again itself.

I have often thought that what humans call loyalty is sometimes only our superior understanding of thresholds. We know that crossings matter. We know that departures bruise the air and arrivals heal it unevenly. We know that to meet someone at the door is not a habit but a rite. If I wait there, or rise from the bed and make my way with dignity to that place, it is not because I lack occupation. It is because the world outside has handed something back, and I must inspect it before it rejoins the known.

On certain evenings, when the day has dealt roughly with my person, the return is nearly silent. There is no bright greeting, only the tired smell, the inward collapse, the keys set down with finality. Those are the evenings when one does not cavort. One receives solemnly. One accompanies. The body says: you have come through, and you are under guard again. Many things are mended by this, though humans rarely describe the repair correctly.

24. Small Disappointments

Small disappointments:

To hear a package opened and discover it contains nothing edible, throwable, or morally interesting.

To be invited into a car only to learn that the destination is administrative.

The phrase “just wait,” which humans
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