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To Brio
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Yours was the heart I cared most for in this world,

and yours was the heart that cared most for me.

HAFIZ



Soul Dog
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“Soul Dog is a very thought-provoking book. Steeped in science and heart, Ms. Mannes passionately shares her own experiences with Brio. This book opens the door for wide-ranging musings about what dogs can teach us if we open our minds and hearts.”

MARC BEKOFF, AUTHOR OF CANINE CONFIDENTIAL: WHY DOGS DO WHAT 
THEY DO

“Do you have a dog and wonder about your relationship? Then this is a must-read. A touching, insightful, and thought-provoking book that compels you to look at your animals in a new way. It is a wonderful example of just how deep and mutually enriching the dog-human relationship can be.”

DIANE BUDD, ANIMAL COMMUNICATOR AND HEALER AND AUTHOR OF 
ENERGY MEDICINE FOR ANIMALS

“Elena Mannes writes eloquently of her unfolding journey of awareness with soul dog Brio. With gentle nudges and congenial canine humor, Brio guides Mannes through the mysteries of animal communication and ultimately helps her awaken to the magic that occurs when we learn to trust and listen to the truth of our deeper self.”

DAWN BAUMANN BRUNKE, AUTHOR OF SHAPESHIFTING WITH OUR ANIMAL 
COMPANIONS, DREAMING WITH POLAR BEARS, AND ANIMAL VOICES, ANIMAL GUIDES

“Elena and Brio's soul story showcases the precious trans-species adoration and communication in life and the afterlife between a woman and her dog. Discovering Brio's creative and original mind, Mannes's own testimony, both reflective and humorous, weaves science and personal experience into a kind of Tao of dog. She shows that sentient animal kin are teaching humans how to sit, walk, stay, and lie down in reciprocal respect, love, and joy. This book sparkles with delight.”

ZOHARA M. HIERONIMUS, D.H.L., AUTHOR OF WHITE SPIRIT ANIMALS: 
PROPHETS OF CHANGE

“Hidden in the fabric of a curly coat, Elena Mannes discovers a real, in-the-flesh angel whom she comes to know as her soul dog, Brio. She teaches us that a soul dog connects us with our own all-knowing soul, the indestructible force of God that lives within us and within the animals that we may take for granted. This brave author beautifully balances incredibly precise messages from animal communicators and psychics with scientific studies all directed at the same discovery—we are more connected than we might think. May every reader be inspired to listen to the far-reaching wisdom of a trusted pet and be blessed to have your heart blown open by the healing power of their unconditional, and forever, love.”

BELINDA J. WOMACK, AUTHOR OF LESSONS FROM THE TWELVE 
ARCHANGELS: DIVINE INTERVENTION IN DAILY LIFE
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Foreword

WHAT A WONDROUS JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY and fulfillment does Elena Mannes 
tell us about in this deeply moving tale of her relationship with the brilliant, 
elegant, wise, and loving poodle Brio, her “soul dog”! She falls in love with 
him and becomes deeply entangled for as many years as possible in the 
all-too-short life span of our canine friends. He becomes not only best friend 
and soul mate but even a kind of Yoda-like spiritual mentor, causing a 
down-to-earth, practical, hard-nosed journalist and documentarian to go deep within herself while also expanding her investigations into the far-out realms of “mind” or “spiritual” science. This most subtle area of human scientific exploration is called “inner science” in India and was highly developed there in classical times. It was considered the peerless queen of all sciences, in contrast with the mostly externally oriented Euro-American material sciences.

Ms. Mannes brings to life the extraordinary persona of Brio, the soul dog, in his many graceful manifestations and takes us with her on her own inner journey of finding her deeper humanity by realizing her vitally enriching interconnectedness with the sparkling intelligence of especially that dog, and through him the multifarious world of all conscious animals. Some of the phenomena she experiences are nothing short of miraculous, yet her deep engagement and vivid description has a powerful ring of authenticity that is utterly convincing.

In spite of her own starting point of having been indoctrinated in the scientific materialism that is the orthodoxy of our twentieth-century American culture, Ms. Mannes follows her intuitive heart under the psychic 
guidance of the soul dog Brio, while using her relentlessly critical, 
investigative journalistic methodology to explore the realm of animal 
communication and the history of the one-hundred-thousand-year-old human-dog 
relationship. She consults in careful detail all kinds of conventional and 
unconventional experts and chronicles in an intricate tapestry of anecdotes the amazing world of human-canine interactions in our contemporary hi-tech but fragmented world of the information age.

After she loses the physical presence of Brio, due to the disparities in human and canine life spans, she tells us movingly of her desolation at his departure and her deep grieving. She then turns to a study of the afterlife realm, revealing how intensely people are still preoccupied with it, in spite of the authoritative assurances we are given by scientific materialists that only the Big Nothing awaits both humans and animals. Rising above her youthful intimidation by this dominant materialist culture, she explores the most advanced researches into the biological discovery of morphic 
resonance of nonverbal sentient communication, into the “paranormal” of special mental abilities such as telepathy and clairvoyance, and into the extensive mass of anecdotal data about the vivid memories of previous lives in people from a wide variety of cultures.

Eventually she gains a sense of the enduring presence of her soul dog, beyond the seemingly ineluctable barriers of space and time, and leaves us with an inspiring example of a heroic woman with her mind open to the joy of interconnectedness with all living beings, her heart buoyant with a sense of oneness with the basic goodness of life as mediated by Brio, her by now angelic soul dog, and her feet firmly on the ground of this world of wondrous possibility.

At one point Ms. Mannes interviews me about The Great Book of Natural Liberation Through Understanding in the Between (popularly misnamed The Tibetan Book of the Dead), and she respectfully and accurately reports on some of the findings of the Indian and Tibetan inner scientists and the psychonauts who traveled these realms and reported on them long ago to their Sanskrit and Tibetan refined civilization. 
And I was pleased that she felt at home with the Tibetan Buddhist sense that 
dogs, in particular among the animals, are the emanations (as they describe 
incarnations) of a very advanced archangelic “enlightenment hero” (bodhisattva) named Maitreya, who is expected to grace the planet in Buddha-form many thousands of years in the future. In the meantime, he presents himself to anxious, frightened, overburdened, and lonely humans as loyal, devoted, intelligent, and gentle dogs who become their masters' living doorways to the basic goodness of the real world, the generosity of nature, and the joy of warmhearted openness to all life.

It is my honor and pleasure to greet this fine work and invite you all to enjoy its magical gifts.

ROBERT A. F. THURMAN

 

ROBERT A. F. THURMAN, a recognized worldwide authority on religion and spirituality, holds the first endowed chair in Buddhist studies in the West, the Jey Tsong Khapa Chair in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies at Columbia University. He is president of Tibet House U.S., a nonprofit organization dedicated to the preservation and promotion of Tibetan culture. The author of many scholarly works and popular books, including Infinite Life and Inner Revolution, in 1997 he was named one of Time magazine's twenty-five most influential Americans.



PROLOGUE

An Unbroken Bond

THIS IS MUCH MORE THAN THE STORY of a special bond with a dog. Many have experienced the depth of feeling that can develop between us and our four-legged best friends. What makes this story unique is that my search for a lasting and meaningful connection led me down a path that crossed over the boundaries of reason and concrete reality into the realm of the invisible. My dog Brio inspired me—a born skeptic—to investigate the paranormal. In doing so, I discovered that there is much more to heaven and earth than I had ever dreamed of as a fact-driven investigative journalist. Once we become open to new possibilities, we become open to a new world.

I grew up on pragmatism and logic based on my parents' teachings. Trained as a reporter, I built my career in television journalism, and lived my life bound by reason and fact. I saw myself as a questioning rationalist and still do, in many respects—at least as I function in the everyday world. But I stepped beyond my “comfortable” world in which everything had its place and made sense, and I ventured into foreign territory.

This book is about taking that step.

No doubt many people who develop particularly close relationships with dogs do describe the connection as remarkable. But surely a far fewer number embark on the kind of quest I undertook; they generally don't question the nature of their pet's spiritual origins. I came to contemplate the possibility of a wordless language between species. Moreover, I considered that such a conversation could take place across time and space and even across the boundary of physical death.

I entered a world of animal communicators, psychics, and mediums. In the beginning I would tell myself that it was a journalist's curious drive to investigate that led me down this road. In truth, I was fascinated. As a journalist, once I began to see evidence of a reality I had never contemplated before, there was no turning back. I had to get to the bottom of it all. Then, after the communicators and intuitives succeeded in convincing me, I began to turn my journey inward and develop my own spiritual aptitude.

Of course, I didn't come around to this new way of thinking immediately. My 
beginning steps were full of doubt and suspicion. But when the animal psychics 
and communicators began to report on their conversations with animals with startling accuracy, I had to acknowledge that whatever these people were doing, it was working.

As much as I questioned how the communicators could possibly know or hear or somehow see what my dog was “saying,” I couldn't deny they had access to information I had not verbally given them, information they could not have known by ordinary means. I came to accept that something extraordinary was happening, though I could not explain how or why.

This is the story of a continuing quest, of efforts to test the communicators and psychics, to gather the experience and opinion of other dog people, including professionals. Respected trainers and handlers interviewed for the book include Carol Benjamin, Donald McCaig—border collie trainer and author—and Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, also a highly regarded trainer and author. Their insight offered invaluable perspective. Some professional handlers believe the idea of psychic communication with dogs is an insult to traditional training methods. Others are open to the possibility of an extrasensory language; some have even become committed believers. Furthermore, some scientists whom I interviewed are convinced of a canine afterlife.

I sought out other people I trusted who had especially close relationships with dogs to ask about their experiences with communication between species. I strove to understand how the psychics work, how they could possibly get accurate information over a phone line about a dog they had never seen.

The voices of the animal communicators and psychics with whom I spoke were very important. The tone and frequent beauty of their words were often as convincing as the content of what they said. It would be impossible to tell this story and convey the emotional impact of what I heard without bringing the voice of these translators as close to the reader as possible. So I have quoted them often. As a tale of an intimate relationship with a dog, this is not an uncommon story—not even as an account of personal change and even transformation through that relationship. That is something many readers experience. My adventure is unique because it is an exploration into telepathy, afterlife communication, and metaphysics—which walks all of us on the journey out of skepticism, to curiosity, to the need to believe, the need to find proof, to a crisis of faith and, finally, into a new understanding of the unbreakable bond between humans and animals.

It is one thing to call oneself an “animal lover.” It is something else entirely to see a dog as an equal being, as much a teacher as a student and pet. That is one blessing that this journey has brought me: the understanding and conviction that a dog is a thinking, feeling, and yes, spiritual being. Dogs do have souls, and lives that extend beyond death's limitless horizon. Once you know this, how hard it becomes to speak of owners and of pets. How hard to think of dogs—or any animal—as creatures meant merely to obey and serve us.

From the beginning, I was not in control. I had expected a companion over whom I was master. I quickly learned that Brio, the dog who would change my life, was his own master. Our relationship was far from what I would have called normal. I recall what Pablo Picasso said about his dachshund, Lump: “Lump, he's not a dog, he's not a little man, he's somebody else.”1 That's what this puppy, Brio, became for me—“something else.” This being, in the clothing of another species, was—is—to me, a great spirit. Our relationship exceeded all expectations. It has taken me to a place, a consciousness I could have never foreseen—one that continues to surprise and amaze me even today, long after his passing. In truth, his was the first soul I came to love.

In the course of my journey with Brio, I have moved from being someone who feared close relationships, struggled with them, to some-one who bonded deeply with another creature in life and death. I have become a more loving, engaged, open person because of the rich and uncomplicated bond I shared with Brio. Our journey together trans-formed me entirely and seamlessly, through the power of unconditional love and a deeply instructive spiritual connection.

I understand that the bond with Brio is unbroken even in death, not figuratively or metaphorically, but with an unshakable conviction that was once incomprehensible to me. This brings me an enormous sense of peace and gratitude about my own life, its meaning, and its transitions. There is gratitude also for the fact that my need to understand “just a dog” led me to explore aspects of existence that I'd never considered. Do dogs—do all beings—have abilities to perceive that transcend the five senses? Do these “extra” senses offer ways to communicate within and between species in ways that the precepts of Western, materialistic science do not acknowledge? The seventeenth-century French philosopher and scientist René Descartes shaped centuries of modern scientific thought with his doctrine that materialism is the only explanation of reality.

According to this view, there are no metaphysical (“beyond the physical”) truths. There is 
no consciousness that exists outside of or is not governed by the physical brain. Some scientists and philosophers are now questioning this view. Quantum physics, certainly, is challenging the view that everything—including our minds, our consciousness—is fundamentally physical, material. There is also a discernable shift in scientific thinking about our fellow animals. Descartes had insisted that only humans have the ability to reason and think because only humans have verbal language.

In the nineteenth century Charles Darwin opposed this belief. Darwin is often 
credited with having given birth to the field of animal-mind research. Darwin 
said, “There is no fundamental difference between man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties.”2 Today there is much new activity among scientists eager to investigate the intelligence, cognition, emotions, and communication capabilities of nonhuman animals.

As I consider these developments in the world of science, philosophy, and understanding of animals, it seems that my personal trans-formation coincides with a much larger shift in perception about our relationship to our fellow beings.

One might say that mine was a journey on two parallel paths: rooted in the immediate joys of life with a dog, right here in the now, the walking, the running, the tail wags, the smiles, yet simultaneously leading me down a road toward tantalizing questions about who animals are and what they tell us about who we human animals are as well. It's a journey to revel in.



1

Your Name Is Brio!

HE LOOKED AT ME HEAD-ON, STRAIGHT IN THE EYE. No guilt. No fear. Just: Here I am. You called? On an early spring day, at a mere nine months old, there was a self-possession about him that made one take notice. I had indeed been calling him for quite some time, screaming in New York City's Central Park, convinced that I would never see him again. Now I was dripping wet. As I'd walked backward in panic, calling for him, there was suddenly no ground beneath my feet. I had stepped into the abyss—actually over the rim of a pond, fortunately not too deep. It was humiliating.

Someone I knew recognized me: “Oh my goodness, that was you! I thought a homeless person had jumped into the pond to take a bath!” she said. Then too there was the truth of the matter: I literally and figuratively had jumped off the edge into unknown territory and found myself with no ground beneath my feet. I'd wanted a dog. I hadn't expected it to be like this. It wasn't working out as planned. On this fresh cool morning, with the promise of beginnings in the air, my soaked jeans and sodden sneakers spoke more of disappointment and doubt.

There's no question that most people have an easier time connecting with their dog than I did initially. The storied bond between human and dog seemed just that to me at the time: storied, out of reach. I felt I didn't know this being who shared (sometimes invaded) my life. I'm now convinced that even if I didn't know him, Brio had known me from the start.

Since time immemorial, dogs have held the title of “man's best friend,” a fitting moniker for their loyal and protective disposition toward their human companions. Researchers now believe that the dog-human relationship began tens of thousands of years ago. Genetic evidence indicates a link as long as 145,000 years ago between the wolf and a kind of wolf-dog—the ones who would go on to evolve into pure dogs. Perhaps wolves started hanging around humans to scavenge for food. Perhaps they became hunting companions. We can imagine our ancestors around a fire, sharing a meal they had secured with the help of their canine companions.

We also have archaeological evidence of the respect those ancestors felt for companions of another species. Zooarchaeologists and evolutionary 
biologists have found prehistoric dog burial sites. One dog skull had a mammoth 
bone in its mouth, indicating some kind of ritual paying homage to a hunting companion. Recently archaeologists found dogs buried twenty-five hundred years ago in ancient Ashkelon, a city half an hour from Tel Aviv. The dogs' bodies had been placed on their sides with legs flexed and tails carefully tucked around their hind legs.1 There is also the recent finding of a fourteen-thousand-year-old burial site in Germany that featured a dog who had been buried with humans, together with evidence that the dog had been domesticated and cared for.2

Perhaps the early humans rejected the wolves they didn't like and accepted those they did—the ones who were easier to live with. Perhaps this kind of natural selection led to the evolution of the domesticated dog, a dog born to connect with human beings.

In truth, I had expected a connection, but not really a partnership. When I entertained the notion of getting a puppy, I had a vision of adorable cuddly standard poodles curling into my lap, allowing me to soothe them. This would bring out my soft, nurturing side—something I needed. The puppy I'd get would be calm and help soothe me too. Actually, I thought more about being soothed than soothing. After all, dogs were supposed to bring unconditional love, no judgment, no argument. I realize now that I wanted a dog for the wrong reasons, with mistaken expectations.

This puppy did indeed meet my gaze, but it was often to say, I have a better idea or Are you sure about that? His stare was steady, unblinking. Fifteen years later I would seek that stare, even in spirit. Fifteen years later I would know the strength of the connection I had with this dog in physical reality, and even in the realm of the invisible. But right now I was anchored in that “real” material world, governed by my five senses. A dog was a dog, and I was a human who knew little about the being who had entered my life. And yet—there was something about him that I could feel even then, although I could not fathom it.

It was a point in my life that called for honesty. I could not evade looking at my situation: a long-standing relationship with a man had ended badly. He said I was his soul mate, and now he was marrying someone else. Whom could I trust? I had no prospect by this time of having children. My father died young when I was in college. My mother, nearing ninety, was in a nursing home, becoming more mentally distant every day. When I looked at the world I saw other people in relationships, with someone. I walked alone. I didn't want to walk alone anymore.

There had been a trigger for this self-confrontation. A few months before, I was jolted into the realization that there should be more to my life than work. I was in a serious car accident during a film shoot in Nevada. The SUV rolled over three times on a dirt road. It was like being tumbled in a wave, but the wave was all metal—sharp parts and crashing. I had a seat belt on and I luckily survived with only a concussion. But any assumptions that I had plenty of time to change my life had literally been knocked out of me. Afterward, I wanted to feel connected to something.

I'd been a lonely child—an only child. I had no siblings. People remarked that I didn't talk very much in social company. I felt somehow apart. My father was often absent, traveling for work. My mother was overprotective. She'd lost a daughter in still birth before she had me. Throughout my early childhood we were very comfortable financially. In that sense I was secure. I also felt great pressure, however, to live up to a family that was filled with very accomplished and, in some cases, famous people. It was clear that there were high expectations for me.

I remember that I felt a need—not defined or even conscious at the time—to hold myself separate, to try to set my own course. But that meant a kind of self-isolation. I had good friends, but as I recall I never shared my deepest fears and most private thoughts with them. In fact, my most intimate connections with living beings were with animals. They were my salvation. We had a Siamese cat when I was growing up. When I felt I couldn't talk to anyone else, or when I went to bed at night—sometimes alone in the house with a babysitter when my parents were out—it was Maki the cat who was my confidant and comforter. He lay on the bed. I talked to him and put my hand on him.

I also remembered the joy I'd felt with animals as a child. I felt it first with the family cats, and then later with other people's dogs. I also felt it riding my horse. I wanted to feel that joy again, now in the present moment, when all around me was repetition and routine. With animals, I felt centered; I felt like myself—my true self.

That's when I realized I wanted to get a dog. I had the idea that they shared one's life. They went out with you and met people. They connected you with the world. So I started obsessively researching breeders. I'd settled on standard poodles because I'd known a family friend's poodles as a child.

But the idea of getting a dog was completely impractical. I was middle-aged. While my personal life may have looked like a failure, my professional life was a resounding success. I was at the height of my career as an award-winning television documentary and news producer. I traveled constantly across the country and around the world. When friends and colleagues heard I was thinking of getting a dog they raised their eyebrows at me and told me, “Don't do it.” They begged me to understand that a dog required time and commitment, neither of which I had at the moment. Most of my friends thought I was crazy. Actually, so did I.

No doubt people also thought that my personality—at least what had become the exterior of my personality—was not exactly a custom fit with dog ownership. I suspect people were more worried about the dog than about me. I had a reputation for toughness in my professional life and coldness personally. At work, I was demanding of myself and of the people who worked with me. I lacked patience. I lacked tact. I brooked no foolishness. I didn't deal with people very well. I didn't communicate well. So what in the world made me think I could communicate with a dog?

There's no doubt about it. The dog decision made no sense at all, but still, I was bound and determined. Perhaps it was my destiny that pushed me into the choice in order to transform my life. Or maybe it was my intuitive voice—with which I had never connected prior to Brio's existence—that whispered, Do it.

I launched into the dog purchase as I would have into a television story, gathering information, weighing options. Deep down, I was terrified. When I sat alone in my small apartment at night I could not imagine having a puppy running around in there. How could I think? How could I work? I had never made a commitment to another living being apart from my mother for whose care I was now responsible. But a dog? I would be responsible 24/7. The puppy would be totally dependent on me even if I hired help. I couldn't even imagine the stress of feeling the presence of the puppy in my apartment constantly, leaving paw prints on the floor and drool marks on the couch. How could I go out? How could I have a social life? I did indeed ask myself those questions. But then I'd try to shut down that voice in my head and press on with the puppy search.

It was finally some sense of fate, I suppose, that moved me a step ahead. I'd seen a female poodle strutting down the road on Martha's Vineyard, where I go, when possible, to breathe the sea air and hear the ocean. Something about that dog's attitude appealed to me. She looked like she enjoyed her world. So I asked for her breeder's name and called down to Virginia that day. It turned out the breeder had a new litter born on the birthday of a dear friend of mine. It seemed like the stars were aligned—even though at the time I didn't believe in that sort of thing.

I had a plan. I would get a female poodle. Everyone said they were easier to have in the city. A male could mark in the house and run away after a girl in the park. Females were smaller, lighter, easier to handle. The first visit to the breeder cemented the plan.

So—I find myself on the floor of a roomy Virginia farmhouse, surrounded by a litter of small, very loud and squirming, scrambling puppies. Just off the plane from New York, I'm following the breeder's suggestion to get down on their level and see which one of these tiny creatures I'm drawn to. They're only a month old, not even looking like fully formed puppies. “Are you sure it's not too early to tell about their personalities?” I ask the breeder, Lynn.

“Not at all,” she says, pointing out how some puppies hang back shyly while some push their way to the mother, bullying their siblings. The mayhem on the floor feels like the other side of the looking glass, a place that's the reverse image of my normally controlled, orderly, and outwardly unsentimental approach to life. One puppy in particular is doing everything possible to get me to notice him, but I am playing no favorites, trying to make a reasoned decision about which—if any—of the littermates will fit into my world.

The feisty puppy is putting on a spectacular exhibition, trotting up and down, up and down. He runs and waves his paw at me, runs off again, and then comes back waving. True, I say to myself, he is charismatic. There's something compelling about his energy and exuberance. But I feel overwhelmed. There's a very loud voice in my head asking: What am I doing? A dog like this is not meant for me. I'm not exactly sure 
that any dog is meant for me. I am surprised at the near terror and 
indecision I am feeling. I'm not used to feeling hesitant. I'm a professional 
woman, accustomed to pressure, comfortable making big decisions. But suddenly, 
confronted with these puppies, I'm filled with doubt and fear. All the reasons 
that made me think I wanted a dog in the first place seem ridiculous to me now.

“Apparently he's picked you instead of vice versa,” the breeder says of the feisty puppy. “He's the pick of the litter, though,” she cautions. “My co-breeder may end up taking him.”

Frankly I'm relieved, though I don't tell her that. My plan is to get a female anyway.

“Oh that's okay,” I say, pushing the boy puppy off my lap. “He's much too much for me. What about that quiet little girl over there in the corner?”

Lynn looks a bit disappointed in me and gently remarks that often boy poodles are “sweeter” than the girls, who she says can be “manipulative.” But she accepts my deposit on the beautiful girl puppy who catches my fancy. I'm to come back in a few weeks when the puppies are old enough to go to their new homes.

I thought that would probably be the last I saw of the exuberant boy. I'd made my plans for the girl. But there were apparently other designs in motion. I didn't realize it at the time, but I was already in the hands of something larger than myself.

A few weeks later, I got a call from the breeder. The exuberant black boy puppy had indeed been the pick of the litter. The co-breeder had wanted him, but one of his testicles had not “fallen,” making him unsuitable for breeding. So the co-breeder decided to take the charming black female instead. Only one puppy was left. Yes, of course. It was the feisty black puppy who had picked me from the beginning! Here was my first lesson among many that I would learn from my dog about the power of letting go and surrendering to the flow of the universe.

So back I went to the breeder, and there I was, face-to-face with the black puppy. He stared me right in the eyes—there was an enchanting familiarity in his gaze, almost as if I had looked into his eyes on many past occasions. His expression seemed to say, It's up to you. What are you going to do? He wasn't pleading. He certainly didn't seem sorry for himself, being the last puppy left. He just looked, acknowledging me, and waited. Somehow in that moment, I found myself unable to say no to him. It would not be the last time.

So I made the decision to take him as soon as I got back from a trip overseas. The day came. As I took him in my arms for the first time, it felt like a dream. I couldn't tell if it was a good dream or a nightmare though, because I just didn't feel like myself. I was going through the motions but in a trancelike state. It seemed I was watching someone else, some stranger getting his or her first dog. Through this daze, I heard the breeder's friend—who'd brought the puppy to meet me at National Airport in Washington—say with tears in her eyes: “Give him a good life. He's special.” Finally back on terra firma in New York City, I hailed a cab and careened through the traffic toward home. It was a sweltering September day with inadequate air conditioning in the taxi. The open windows blew gusts of hot air. I dripped with sweat and stress.

“We'll be alright, everything is fine, we're going to have a great life together,” I said to the puppy, who was peering at me through the narrow openings of his travel crate. He lay with his front paws spread in front him; his puppy eyes, visible under a full head of black curls, gazing not quite at me but at something out in space perhaps. He clearly had his own thoughts, and I wondered if he knew he was riding home with a very anxious human who believed she had stepped beyond the bounds of reason. He did not seem anxious himself, merely detached—reserving judgment about his situation.

At last we arrived at my apartment in a New York City high-rise. I let the puppy out of his crate and put him into the pen I had created in the kitchen. It was lined with paper in anticipation of his arrival. I tried to imagine how this little dog must have felt on his flight from Virginia, locked in a cage, thrust among bags and boxes, ears hammered by noise, struggling to use his sense of smell to decipher the chaos around him. I imagined him paralyzed with fear, traumatized for life. And now this strange small space, penned in a tiny kitchen with newspapers all over the floor—so far from the glorious Virginia farm where he'd been born. I offered him water and waited for him to relieve himself in the place I'd provided. I waited. And nothing happened. Neither of us knew what to do next. I sat down on the floor. He collapsed in my lap, and I did what all panicked first-time parents do—I called in a professional.

“Lynn, we're home,” I said to the breeder, but there definitely was no relief in my voice.

“How is he?” Lynn asked in her gentle southern voice.

“He's fallen asleep in my lap,” I told her with a tone of utter exhaustion and helplessness.

“That's good, it's a sign he's started to bond with you,” Lynn reassured me, and although my legs were going numb from his weight, and I wanted nothing more in that moment than to have a shower and then go out for dinner with a friend, I felt encouraged. Bonding was something I had expected from this new endeavor, and here this puppy was already fulfilling expectations.

Then suddenly my new possession—as I thought of him—got up from my lap, walked in the opposite direction of the newspaper, and let loose everything that he had been holding in for hours on the plane, all over my kitchen floor. I stood there paralyzed, unsure what to do beyond grabbing the newspapers and soaking everything up. My fight-or-flight response took over and I picked up the phone and dialed the breeder.

“Lynn?” I croaked into the phone that I held with one hand as I struggled with the mess.

“Yes, how's it going?” Lynn asked, not revealing a hint of impatience or the exasperation she surely must have been feeling at that moment.

“I'm really not sure I can do this. You said I could bring him back, right? I just don't think I can manage this. It's too much,” I said, and in that moment, I felt exasperated with myself.

Lynn was indeed a professional. She expressed no surprise or objection. Perhaps she'd heard this before and knew that after the first twenty-four hours there would be no way that puppy was coming back. He was just too irresistible. Or perhaps she knew better than me that we were actually a perfect match.

“Certainly,” Lynn said placidly, “you can bring him back. But why don't you give it a week or so? See how things go. Give you both a chance to get to know each other.”

“Alright,” I said and looked at the puppy, who looked right back at me, not at all embarrassed about the havoc he had just wreaked in my fastidiously arranged kitchen. And that's when I decided yes—it was time for this puppy to learn his name. After all, how were we going to communicate with each other unless I named him?

“Your name is Brio,” I told him, and loved the way it sounded coming out of my mouth. “Do you like your name, Brio? Brio?” Brio seemed unimpressed and began to doze off again in my lap. “It's a musical term in Italian. It means ‘enthusiasm, vigor, vivacity, verve.' That's you, Brio.” Maybe it was the tone of my voice, but Brio looked at me with what seemed like acknowledgment. Apparently I had chosen a name he approved of.

The name had come to me weeks before, perhaps even before I had made the final decision to take him. There were many classical musicians in my family, and it seemed to make sense to gift my dog with a name that was musical. I may not have realized when I chose the name exactly how suitable it would be.

Yet at some level it spoke to a spirit, an energy that I sought myself. I wanted to have brio. From the start, I was asking this dog to change me. What a huge demand. How little I understood what I was really asking.
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