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For Rosie, who taught me everything worth knowing



and some things that weren't.























For every human who has ever said,



"I wish I could be more like my dog,"



and for every dog who has looked at its human and thought,



"Yeah. You really should."
























  
  

































"The world would be a nicer place if everyone had the ability to love as unconditionally as a dog."


— M.K. Clinton

















"I aspire to be the person my dog thinks I am. But honestly, the gap is significant."


— The Author, staring at the dog, 2:47 AM
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Author’s Note


A few things before we start, because I’d rather say them here than have you discover them on your own at a moment when you thought we were just talking about a dog and a tennis ball. 

The stories in this book are drawn from real life—real dogs, real walks, real socks consumed with zero remorse. Rosie, as she appears in these pages, is a composite: she is built from the dogs I have loved, the lessons they taught me, and the particular way each of them looked at me as though I had personally invented the concept of dinner. Her personality, her habits, her deeply held conviction that the couch belongs to her—all of it is real. It happened. It just didn’t all happen to one dog. I combined the best teachers I’ve had into a single sixty-pound philosopher, because the lessons were the point, and the lessons were true, and because trying to give each dog her own chapter would have produced a book roughly the length of a veterinary textbook and half as funny. The emotional truth of this book—the love, the loss, the transformation—is mine. Every word of it.

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of people who did not sign up to appear in a book about a dog philosopher. They know who they are. If you think you recognize yourself and I didn’t change your name, it’s because I asked first. If you think you recognize yourself and I did change your name, I’m sorry about the name. I did my best. Naming fictional versions of real people is harder than it sounds, and I respect anyone who does it for a living.

This book is not a substitute for professional mental health care. I say this not as a legal formality but as a person who needed professional mental health care and got it, and who would not be writing this book—or doing much of anything—without it. There is a chapter in this book where this becomes relevant in a way I didn’t plan when I sat down to write it. If that chapter finds you at a time when what you need is more than a dog and a book and a three-minute exercise, please reach out. Resources are in Appendix B. Rosie is a good therapist. She is not a licensed one.

I am not a psychologist, a neuroscientist, or a certified anything. I am a person who has a dog and a couch and an internet connection and a library card. The research I reference throughout this book comes from the work of people who are far more qualified than I am, and I have done my best to represent it accurately. Any errors in translation from peer-reviewed journal to dog anecdote are mine.

Finally: if you are reading this and you do not have a dog, you are welcome here. If you are reading this and you have a cat, you are welcome here, though the cat would like you to know it doesn’t care either way. If you are reading this at 2 AM because you couldn’t sleep and a book about a dog felt safer than the thoughts that were keeping you up—you are especially welcome here. Stay as long as you need. The couch is big enough.



 — B.K.L.

On the couch, next to Rosie, who is snoring







  
  

Introduction


The Couch Cushion Philosopher





Here is the scene. It is a Tuesday evening in October, which is already a lot to overcome. I am lying on the couch with my phone held roughly four inches from my face, scrolling through an article titled "Seven Mindfulness Techniques to Reduce Screen Time," which I found by spending forty-five minutes on my screen. Somewhere in the background, a meditation app I downloaded three weeks ago and have opened exactly once is sending me a push notification that says, "Time for your evening session!" It's the fifth notification today. I have not opened it. I have also not deleted it, because deleting it would mean admitting defeat, and I am not ready to give up on the version of myself who meditates. That version of me is out there somewhere. Wearing linen pants and drinking oat milk and definitely not burdened with seventeen unread text messages. 

At the other end of the couch, Rosie is asleep.

I should tell you about Rosie. She is a mixed-breed dog of uncertain heritage---the shelter called her a "lab mix," which is the canine equivalent of writing "entrepreneur" on a dating profile. It covers a lot of ground without committing to specifics. She is roughly sixty pounds of brown fur, large opinions, and an unshakable belief that every person she meets has been specifically placed on this earth to scratch the spot behind her left ear. She has the attention span of a caffeinated squirrel and the resting heart rate of a Buddhist monk. She is, by every meaningful metric I can identify, better at being alive than I am.

Right now, she is dreaming. I know this because her legs are twitching in that way that suggests she is chasing something in her sleep---a rabbit, maybe, or a particularly offensive leaf. Her breathing is slow and even. Her face, if I'm being honest, looks peaceful in a way that mine hasn't since roughly 2015. She is not thinking about her inbox. She is not mentally composing a response to that slightly passive-aggressive email from her coworker. She does not have a coworker. She does not have an inbox. She has a squeaky hedgehog and a deep, abiding faith that dinner will arrive on schedule, and by all available evidence, this is enough.

I put down my phone. I look at her. I look at my phone. I look at her again.

She sighs contentedly in her sleep, shifts her weight slightly, and claims an additional six inches of couch.

And I think: My dog is better at this than me.


      [image: ]The Self-Help Industrial Complex (and Its Furriest Critic)

In the last decade alone, I have: downloaded and abandoned no fewer than eleven meditation apps; attended a silent retreat where I lasted approximately four hours before whispering to the person next to me, "Are we allowed to cough?"; purchased a journal with GRATITUDE embossed on the cover in gold, wrote in it for three days, and then used it as a coaster; subscribed to a mindfulness newsletter that I read while simultaneously answering work emails, which, I'm told, defeats the purpose; and once spent an entire Sunday afternoon trying to achieve a "flow state" while assembling an IKEA bookshelf, which produced not flow but a string of profanity so creative my neighbor texted to ask if everything was okay.

I am not, to be clear, anti-self-help. I believe in therapy. I believe in personal growth. I believe that human beings have an extraordinary capacity to learn, change, and improve. What I have come to suspect, however, is that we have made the whole enterprise significantly more complicated than it needs to be. We have turned "being present" into a multi-billion-dollar industry. We have productized peace of mind. There are courses, certifications, subscription services, and branded cushions for the ancient and quietly radical practice of... noticing you're alive.

Meanwhile, Rosie achieves what I can only describe as enlightenment-level presence every time she hears the crinkle of a cheese wrapper. She doesn't need a cushion with a mantra stitched on it. She has a tennis ball and zero existential baggage. She has never once Googled "how to be happy." She just... is.

I started paying attention to this gap---the yawning chasm between my effortful pursuit of well-being and Rosie's effortless achievement of it---about two years ago. I had just finished reading a particularly dense book about the neuroscience of happiness (I retained approximately twelve percent of it, and most of that was the acknowledgments) when Rosie walked into the room, turned in three circles, lay down in a patch of sunlight, and closed her eyes with an expression of such complete and unconditional contentment that I put the book down and just stared at her.

She was not practicing gratitude. She was not doing a body scan. She was not "setting an intention for her afternoon." She was lying in the sun because the sun was warm and lying down felt good and that was the entire thought process. Start to finish. No footnotes.

And it hit me, in the way that obvious things hit you when you've been looking past them for years: this dog---this ridiculous, shoe-eating, tail-chasing, occasionally-licks-the-wall dog---already knows everything those books are trying to teach me.


      [image: ]What This Book Is (and What It Very Much Isn't)

I should be upfront about a few things.

This is not a dog-training book. If you picked this up hoping for advice on how to stop your poodle from eating the baseboards, I cannot help you. (Though for the record: Rosie once ate an entire baseboard and showed zero remorse. I respect the commitment.)

This is not a clinical mindfulness manual. I am not a therapist, a psychologist, or a certified meditation instructor. I am a person who has a dog and a sense of humor and a growing suspicion that the two are connected to something meaningful.

This book is also not a substitute for professional help, which I am a vocal and grateful believer in---a point I'll return to later, in a chapter that goes somewhere I didn't plan. If you need more than a dog and a couch cushion, that's not failure. That's wisdom. Rosie would agree, but she agrees with most things, so her endorsement is not especially selective.

This is also not a book that argues dogs are secretly philosophers. Rosie has, on more than one occasion, been outwitted by a doorstop. She is not Plato. She is not the Dalai Lama. She is a being who once tried to befriend a vacuum cleaner, failed, and held a grudge for three years.

What this book is is a collection of observations. It is what happened when I stopped reading about mindfulness and started watching it---in the form of a creature who practices it every waking moment (and, if the dream-twitching is any indication, several sleeping ones too). Each chapter takes a specific thing Rosie does naturally---living in the present, letting go, playing without purpose, resting without guilt, showing up for her pack---and examines what it might look like if we, the allegedly more intelligent species, tried the same approach.

Some chapters will make you laugh. Some might make you tear up a little. (There is a chapter about napping that I will warn you now goes somewhere I didn't expect when I sat down to write it. Somewhere more honest than I was ready for. You'll know it when you get there.) All of them come with a practical exercise you can actually do---none of which require purchasing anything, downloading anything, or sitting cross-legged for an hour while your foot falls asleep.

The exercises are short. The lessons are real. The stories about Rosie are true, though she has declined to verify them on the record.


      [image: ]Why Dogs?

Here is what I find remarkable about dogs, and I say this as someone who has now spent an embarrassing amount of time thinking about it: they got the good stuff right on the first try.

Dogs did not read a single peer-reviewed paper on the benefits of social connection. They just stayed close to their people. Dogs did not attend a workshop on the importance of play. They just played. Dogs did not download an app to remind them to take breaks during the workday. They just napped whenever they felt like it, which was constantly, and they were right to do so.

The qualities that the entire wellness industry is trying to sell us---presence, acceptance, resilience, joy, rest, curiosity, vulnerability, playfulness, gratitude, connection---are not things dogs aspire to. They are things dogs are. Not because dogs are simple (though, look, I've seen Rosie bark at her own reflection, so I won't oversell this). It's because dogs never developed the cognitive architecture that talks us out of these things. They never learned to feel guilty about resting, or embarrassed about enthusiasm, or suspicious of joy.

We did. Somewhere along the way---between developing language, agriculture, and LinkedIn---we picked up a set of habits that work directly against the things that make us feel most alive. And now we're spending enormous energy trying to get back to a state that our dogs never left.

That's what this book is about. Not self-improvement through discipline and rigor. Self-remembering through the example of the wisest, most emotionally honest being in your household.


      [image: ]A Note About the Dog in Question

Rosie came into my life seven years ago, during a period I will generously describe as "a time of personal transition" and more honestly describe as "a stretch of months where I ate cereal for dinner and watched the same three episodes of a baking show on a loop." That's the version I've been telling people. It's funny. It's tidy. It is also, like most funny and tidy versions of hard things, a carefully constructed shield.

The real version is less tidy. The specifics of that time aren't for this chapter---they're coming later, and they're more honest than I'd like them to be. What I'll say here is this: I walked into the shelter on a Tuesday afternoon as a person whose life had come apart at a seam I hadn't known was load-bearing, and I walked out with a dog who did not care about the seams. She cared that I was warm. She cared that my jacket pocket smelled interesting. She pressed her nose against my hand through the kennel door with the quiet confidence of a being who had already decided that the shaky, cereal-eating human on the other side of the bars belonged to her, and that was that.

I went to the shelter planning to "just look." I left with a bag of kibble I wasn't sure how to open, the faint, bewildered feeling of having been chosen by something that operates entirely on instinct and vibes, and the first moment in months where another living creature had been glad to see me without conditions attached. I didn't realize until much later that this was the moment the curriculum began.

She was not, at first, an obvious source of wisdom. She chewed a shoe the first night. My shoe. While I was wearing the other one. She howled at the moon---not poetically, not in some ancestral, wolf-connection way, but at two in the morning, loudly, because a streetlight looked suspicious. She ate half a crayon and produced artwork on the living room rug that I can only describe as "abstract expressionist."

But she was also the first being in my life who was genuinely, unambiguously glad to see me every single time I walked through the door. Not "oh good, you're here, can you help me move this weekend" glad. Not "I'm glad you're here because I need something" glad. Just: glad. Glad at the molecular level. Glad in a way that involved her entire body, from the nose to the furiously wagging tail, in a display of joy so disproportionate to the event of me returning from the grocery store that it bordered on performance art.

Seven years later, I have come to understand that Rosie's welcome-home routine was the first lesson. I just didn't have the language for it yet.

Seven years. I should say that number plainly, because it carries a weight I'm still learning how to hold. She came to me at roughly one; the shelter wasn't sure. Large mixed breeds live ten to thirteen years if the math is kind. Thirteen if you're lucky. If you eat your vegetables and avoid the street and the vet catches everything early and the universe decides, for once, to round up.

I try not to do the math. But the math does itself, usually at night, usually when she's asleep beside me breathing in that slow, even way I've come to associate with peace---hers and, by proximity, mine. The math is there in the background, like a clock you can't see but can sometimes hear. And it makes every lesson in this book feel less like philosophy and more like a love letter written in pencil.

I mention this once, here, and I'll come back to it at the end. For now: she's here, and I'm here, and class is still in session. Let's not waste the good light.


      [image: ]A Note for the Dog-less Reader

If you don't have a dog, this book still works. I promise. The lessons live in the noticing, not in the species.

Substitute a cat, if you must, though cats would argue they have nothing to teach you, which is, in its own way, a profound lesson in boundaries and self-regard. Substitute a child, a friend, a memory of a pet who once looked at you as though you had personally invented the concept of dinner. Substitute your own willingness to watch any creature---a bird outside your window, a stranger's dog at the park, a toddler discovering a puddle---and notice how fully they inhabit the moment while you stand there mentally composing a grocery list.

You don't need a dog to practice presence, acceptance, play, rest, or connection. You just need the willingness to try, which you clearly have, because you're reading a book whose central thesis is that a creature who once ate a crayon and produced artwork on the living room rug has more to teach you about living well than a decade of self-help apps. That takes a certain openness. Rosie would approve. She approves of most things, except vacuum cleaners and the specific mailman who delivers on Thursdays.

Throughout the book, each exercise includes a note for readers without dogs. You are welcome here. You are part of the pack. Rosie has never once checked credentials at the door, and neither will I.


      [image: ]How to Read This Book

You can read this book in order, cover to cover, the way a responsible person reads a book. You can also read it in whatever order appeals to you---skipping to the chapter on napping first, for instance, which is a choice Rosie would respect deeply.

Each chapter stands on its own. Each one follows the same general shape: I tell you a story about my dog doing something ridiculous, I confess that I'm worse at the relevant life skill than she is, I explain the actual science or philosophy behind why her approach works, I give you something concrete to try, and then I make a joke about it because if we can't laugh about the fact that a mutt has a better handle on acceptance than we do, then what are we even doing.

My neighbor Margaret, whom you'll meet properly later, told me this book reminded her of the way her corgi Gerald approaches the morning: with the unshakable conviction that today will be excellent, despite all available evidence. She meant it as a compliment. Gerald, for context, is a corgi of considerable dignity who has been known to walk into a glass door with full confidence and then pretend it didn't happen. I respect his energy.

At the end of each chapter, you'll find a Practical Exercise---short, simple, and requiring nothing more than a few minutes and a willingness to feel slightly foolish. These are not homework. They are invitations. If you do them, I believe they will make your day a little better. If you don't, your dog won't judge you. She is incapable of it. That's actually Chapter Two.


      [image: ]One Last Thing Before We Begin

If you've ever watched your dog stare at a sunset with the focus of a Renaissance painter and thought, "What does she see that I don't?"---this book is for you.

If you've ever watched your dog nap at two in the afternoon without a shred of guilt and thought, "Why can't I do that?"---this book is for you.

If you've ever been having the worst day of your life and your dog walked over, put a warm head on your knee, and just stayed there---not trying to fix anything, not offering advice, just present---and you thought, "That's the most helpful thing anyone has done for me in weeks"---this book is very much for you.

If you don't have a dog but you picked up this book anyway, because something about the title felt true in a way you couldn't quite explain---this book is for you too. The lessons don't require a leash. They require only the kind of attention your phone has been stealing from you for the last decade.

Your dog has been trying to teach you something. Every tail wag, every morning stretch, every ecstatic greeting, every unapologetic nap---it's all curriculum. You've just been too busy checking your email to notice.

Class is in session. Your teacher weighs sixty pounds, has terrible breath, and is currently asleep on your pillow. Her left ear folds slightly inward when she's dreaming---a tiny mechanical failure of cartilage that I've been watching for seven years and still find unreasonably endearing.

Let's begin.








  
  

Chapter one

The Zen of Zoomies


What Sprinting in Circles Can Teach You About Living in the Moment.  In which mindfulness via app achieves anxiety, while a dog achieves transcendence via ottoman.
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7:43 PM on a Wednesday

It begins without warning, as the best things and the worst things always do.

I am on the couch. This is not a surprising development. I am on the couch and I am doing what I do most evenings between dinner and the moment I pretend I'm going to read a book but actually watch my phone until my eyes feel like two dried apricots: I am scrolling. Not scrolling toward anything. Not scrolling with purpose. Just scrolling in the way that a person treads water---not to go anywhere, but to avoid sinking.

My phone screen is a collage of mild dread. A news headline I won't click but will worry about. An Instagram post from someone I went to college with who appears to be living in Tuscany now, which seems unfair. A push notification from a language-learning app telling me, in a tone I can only describe as threatening, that I haven't practiced French in 147 days. And beneath all of that, throbbing like a bruise, the wellness notification. It's still there. Still sending reminders. Still believing in me.

On the opposite end of the couch, Rosie is lying on her side in a position that looks medically inadvisable---spine curved, one leg extended fully, head at an angle that suggests she has given up on the concept of necks. She has been in this position for forty minutes. She is, as far as I can tell, experiencing perfect peace.

And then, with no warning, no buildup, no discernible trigger---she's up.

Not "up" in the way a person gets up, which involves groaning, checking the time, and negotiating with gravity. Up in the way a firework goes up: instantly, completely, with total commitment to the vertical. Her eyes are wide. Her ears are forward. Something has shifted in the molecular structure of the universe that only she can detect, and she has responded by going from unconscious to fully operational in the time it takes me to blink.

She looks at me. I look at her. There is a half-second of perfect, loaded silence---the kind of silence that exists between a match being struck and the flame catching.

And then she runs.

Not toward anything. Not away from anything. She runs in a circle. A big, stupid, glorious, full-throttle circle that takes her from the couch to the kitchen doorway, through the kitchen, past the dining table, back to the living room, and around the ottoman so fast that I feel a breeze. She clips the coffee table with her hip. She does not care. She does not slow down. She does not even seem to notice. She has transcended furniture. She has transcended the physical limitations of a creature with four legs and no plan. She is running because her body contains more joy than can be expressed while stationary, and the only appropriate response is velocity.

Lap one. Lap two. Lap three. By lap four, I have put my phone down, because this is now the most interesting thing happening in my evening, and possibly in my week. By lap five, I am laughing. Not chuckling---laughing. The kind of laughing that comes from somewhere below your ribs and arrives without permission. She is so fast. She is so certain. She has absolutely no idea why she's doing this and she has never been more committed to anything in her life.

Lap six. Lap seven. She takes the corner by the bookshelf too wide, skids on the hardwood, recovers, keeps going. Her tongue is out. Her ears are flapping. She looks, and I mean this as the highest possible compliment, completely unhinged.

And then, as suddenly as it began, it's over. She stops. She stands in the middle of the living room, panting, eyes bright, tail going like a metronome set to allegro. She looks at me with an expression that, if I had to translate it, would read something like: You saw that, right? That was incredible. I'm incredible.

She walks back to the couch. She lies down. She is asleep within ninety seconds.

The whole event---from dead stillness to full-speed chaos to dead stillness again---lasted maybe two minutes. I stare at her sleeping form and I think a thought that is both very stupid and very important:

I have never committed to anything in my life the way this dog just committed to that lap around the ottoman.

My neighbor---the one on the corner who waves at everyone, though I wouldn't learn his name was Arthur for another few months---told me later that he'd watched the whole zoomies incident through his front window and considered calling to check on us. "I could hear the laughing from across the street," he said. "And then this blur of brown fur past the window. I thought you'd lost control of the situation." I had. That was the point.


      [image: ]The Problem with Being Everywhere at Once

Let's talk about where you are right now. Not geographically. Not in any grand philosophical sense. I mean: where is your attention? If you're anything like me---and you are, because you bought a book about a dog and mindfulness, which puts you squarely in my demographic---then the answer is: scattered.

Right now, as you read this paragraph, there is an excellent chance that part of your brain is also composing a grocery list, reviewing something that happened at work today, and periodically checking whether your phone has buzzed. You are reading this book, but you are not only reading this book. You are reading this book while also monitoring six other channels of input, like an air traffic controller who also has to do their taxes.

This is not a character flaw. This is the modern human condition. We have, collectively, become extraordinarily good at being sort-of-present in multiple places simultaneously and genuinely present in none of them. There's a name for what I'm describing. A researcher named Linda Stone calls it "continuous partial attention"---which is a very polite way of saying I am paying half-attention to seventeen things and full attention to nothing.

I want to be careful here, because I'm not interested in the "phones are bad, the old days were better" argument. The old days had cholera. I'll keep my phone. But I do think there's something worth examining in the fact that we have created a world so full of competing claims on our attention that being here---just here, just now, just this---has become the hardest thing we do.

Or rather, the hardest thing we do. For Rosie, it's not hard at all.


      [image: ]The Gospel of the Immediate

Here is what Rosie was doing in the moment before the zoomies: sleeping. Here is what she was thinking about: nothing, or possibly a rabbit. Here is what she was worried about: literally not one thing on this earth.

And then, when some unknowable internal signal fired---some nerve, some impulse, some canine alarm clock that said NOW---she didn't deliberate. She didn't weigh the pros and cons of running in a circle at 7:43 PM on a Wednesday. She didn't think, "Is this a good use of my time?" or "What will the human think?" or "Should I wait until after the meeting?" She just went. Full speed. Every atom of her being in exactly one place, doing exactly one thing.

In Zen Buddhism, there's a concept called shoshin, or beginner's mind---the practice of approaching each experience as though it's the first time, with openness and a lack of preconception. It's considered a foundation of mindful awareness, and it's the kind of thing dedicated practitioners spend years cultivating.

Rosie has beginner's mind about everything. Every walk is the best walk---not because the route changes, but because the world smells different every morning. The rain rewrites the sidewalk. A new dog has passed through overnight and left messages she can read. The bakery on Elm Street opened its vents, and the air carries the ghost of sourdough and butter. She processes all of this with the focus of a sommelier at a tasting, nose working in quick, deliberate pulses, and I walk beside her checking my email.

Every meal is a revelation. Every time I come home from running errands, she greets me as though I've returned from war. She does not habituate. She does not adjust her enthusiasm downward to account for the fact that I only went to the pharmacy and was gone for twelve minutes. The twelfth homecoming is as ecstatic as the first. The four-thousandth sunrise is as worthy of investigation as the one she witnessed this morning from the backyard, nose to the wind, ears forward, fully operational in a way I haven't been since before I got a smartphone.


      [image: ]In Which I Try the Dog's Approach and Stub My Toe

The night of the Great Zoomies Incident, I decided to try something.

Not because I had read it in a book, or because an app told me to, or because I'd set a reminder on my phone labeled "BE PRESENT (IMPORTANT)." I tried it because I had just watched my dog experience more pure, uncomplicated joy in two minutes than I had experienced in two weeks, and some combination of inspiration and embarrassment compelled me to act.

I stood up from the couch. Rosie, already asleep again, cracked one eye open---a look that said, roughly, "Oh, you're doing something. How unusual."

I looked around the living room. I tried to see it. Not glance at it. Not scan it for things that needed cleaning. I tried to actually see it. The way the lamp threw a warm circle on the wall. The way the bookshelves looked at this time of evening. The scratch on the coffee table from the time Rosie decided to use it as a starting block.

I took a breath. I noticed the breath. I noticed the temperature of the air, and the sound of the refrigerator humming, and the weight of my feet on the floor, and I thought, just for a moment: Oh. Here I am.

And then, because I am a person who cannot leave well enough alone, I decided to try the zoomies part.

I ran. Not gracefully. Not with the aerodynamic efficiency of a dog on a hardwood floor. I ran like a person who hadn't sprinted in months and was wearing socks on a slippery surface, which is exactly what I was. I made it two-thirds of the way around the coffee table before my foot caught the leg of the ottoman and I went down like a sack of regret.

Rosie woke up. She looked at me on the floor. She looked at the ottoman. She looked back at me. If dogs could raise one eyebrow, she would have.

Rosie, for the record, does not stub her toe during zoomies. She has four-wheel drive and no self-consciousness. I have two feet and an inner monologue that was already composing the anecdote I'd tell about this later. Even in the act of being present, I was drafting the story of being present. The layers of irony were not lost on me.

I sat on the floor, holding my toe, and started laughing. Not the polite laugh of a person maintaining composure. The real laugh---the one that comes from the same place the zoomies come from. From the gut. From the part of you that remembers what it feels like to do something without calculating the outcome first.

The toe was fine. The lesson was not subtle.


      [image: ]The Lesson (No Ottomans Required)

Here is what the zoomies taught me, bruised toe and all: presence is not a skill you learn. It's a skill you recover.

You already know how to be present. You were born knowing. Watch any toddler lose themselves in the discovery of a cardboard box, or any kid sprint across a playground for no reason other than the fact that their legs work and the world is large and running is the best possible use of both. That's presence. That's the whole thing.

Somewhere between childhood and now, most of us traded that instinct for efficiency. We learned to multitask. We learned to plan ahead. We learned to divide our attention into seventeen thin slices and distribute them across our responsibilities like butter over too much bread. And these are useful skills---I am not suggesting we all abandon planning in favor of spontaneous living-room sprints. (Although, honestly, it couldn't hurt.)

But in gaining those skills, we lost something. We lost the ability to be in one place at a time. And what Rosie shows me, every evening between seven and eight when the zoomies strike, is that the good stuff lives in the single moment---not in the planning. The joy is in the running. It's in the being-right-here, right now, with nothing else competing for the moment.

The night I tried the zoomies, the thing that stayed with me wasn't the stubbed toe. It was that half-second before I ran---when I stood in the living room and actually looked around and thought, Oh. Here I am. That half-second was better than six weeks of push notifications. It was free. It took no effort. It required only that I stop doing seventeen things and start doing one thing: being where I was.

Rosie does this all day. She is always where she is. She is never mentally in another room, another hour, another version of events. When she eats, she eats. When she sleeps, she sleeps. When she runs, she runs---with everything she has, holding nothing back, saving nothing for later.

That's the lesson. Be where you are. All the way.


      [image: ]Practical Exercise: The Zoomies Reset

Time required: Three minutes. Equipment: None. Dignity: Optional.

Here's what I want you to try. Not tomorrow, not next week, not "when things calm down" (things will not calm down; they never calm down; the calmness is a myth propagated by people who sell scented candles). Try it today. Try it now, if you can.

Step One: Put your phone in another room. Not on silent. Not flipped over. In another room. If the idea of this makes you slightly anxious, that's useful information. Sit with it.

Step Two: Stand up. Look around. Pick one thing in your environment that you see every day but never actually look at. A painting. A plant. The view from your window. The crack in the ceiling that you've been meaning to deal with for three years.

Step Three: Look at it for sixty seconds. Actually look. What color is it, really? What details have you missed? What does it look like when you approach it the way Rosie approaches a fire hydrant---as though it contains all the information in the world and your job is to investigate?

Step Four: Take three slow breaths. Notice how your attention has shifted. Notice that, for sixty seconds, you were in one place, doing one thing, and the world did not collapse.

Step Five (Optional, Encouraged): If you feel moved to sprint around the room afterward, do it. I won't judge. Rosie certainly won't.

That's it. That's the exercise. It's not a twenty-minute guided meditation. It's not a weekend commitment. It's three minutes and one act of genuine attention. If you want to do it once a day, pick a different object each time. By Friday, you'll have actually looked at five things you've been walking past for years.

If you don't have a dog to watch, look out a window. Find a bird. Find a child. Find anything that is entirely absorbed in what it's doing without wondering if it should be doing something else. That's your teacher for the next sixty seconds.

Your dog already notices them. She's been waiting for you to catch up.


      [image: ]On the Difference Between Knowing and Doing

I want to be honest with you about something, because I think honesty is important between an author and a reader, and because Rosie is incapable of dishonesty and I'm trying to live up to her example.

After the zoomies night, I did not become a mindfulness master. I did not suddenly start living each moment with Rosie-like intensity. I deleted three of my four wellness apps---I kept one, because the sunk cost of a $79.99 annual subscription exerts a gravitational pull that even self-awareness cannot fully overcome---and I started trying. Trying is the operative word.

Some days I manage it. I stand in the kitchen making coffee and I actually taste the coffee instead of using it as fuel for worrying about my to-do list. I walk Rosie around the block and I notice the trees, the sky, the way the light hits the sidewalk at seven in the morning, the fact that she is so comprehensively delighted by a particular mailbox that she inspects it for ninety seconds as though it contains the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Other days I am back on the couch, scrolling past my own life, mentally drafting emails I won't send while a notification gently reminds me that I am failing at serenity.
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