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Dedication
To my gorgeous husband—my hero and inspiration for the hero in every romance novel I’ve written. I could never live without your love—I love you, always!
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Preface
 
From the time I was old enough to speak, my mother taught me that one day, we would all live in Heaven together. Sounded good. “Gramma Jackie and Grady, Grandma and Grandpa, aunts, uncles, all my cousins, even our dogs and cats we’d buried would be there,” she said.
I thought it was wonderful that I didn’t have to say goodbye to my loved ones forever; I just had to wait a while to be reunited. But there was a caveat, something I had to do to get myself a ticket to Heaven and then once I was there, I would never leave.
That didn’t sound so hot to me. A place I could never leave?
“But it will be so wonderful, you’ll never want to,” my mother said.
And you would be there, and we would be together forever?
It was this notion of forever with people I wasn’t always fond of; my heart wasn’t so sure I wanted to be with them forever.
Forever made my palms sweaty.
To this day, my mind cannot comprehend eternity. And admittedly just the thought still makes me a little uneasy.
According to her, the first few times she asked me (a toddler) to ask Jesus to live in my heart to avoid going to Hell with the Devil forever, I said, no.
No was one of those words that got me into a lot of trouble. For as far back as I can remember, before my conscious memory, until I was fifteen, my parents punished me for everything from talking back to what they laughingly referred to as GP or general purposes, meaning that if I didn’t need a whipping at the time, they’d probably missed one. To this day, the sound of my husband taking off his belt in our bedroom makes me cringe.
All those years I was told that God was my heavenly father and that he loved me and had a special plan for my life. But none of my questions were answered. What am I doing here if heaven is the goal? Why does my life hurt so much? Where do children go when they die if they didn't have a chance to ask Jesus into their hearts? If God loves me, why did he create a place called Hell for me to burn for eternity in case I didn't do exactly what he asked me to do?
It was the first day of classes at Greenville Technical College my sophomore year. At the end of class, my English 201 professor, and retired U.S. sailor, got our attention with his booming voice for his parting words. “I've given you my syllabus,” he said, sitting at his desk. “You know what I expect from you, what papers to turn in, and when. I'm not going to hover over you and remind you when you've got a paper due. That's not my job.” Then he smiled, like an evil villain. “I've given you just enough rope. By the end of the semester, we'll see which ones of you run with it and which ones of you hang yourselves with it.”
I see a parallel here between his words and what I was told about God. I was taught that God gave us free will to live our lives as we choose. But that if we did not make the right choice, we would suffer for eternity. If we made the right one, however, we would live forever in peace. No pressure. From what I could tell, that meant that, like my professor, God also gave me just enough leash, or rope as it were, to run free or to hang myself with. That didn't make sense to me. What loving parent or God would do that to their children?
As I grew and had children of my own, finding answers to my questions became more and more pressing. Instead of trying to avoid them as I had in my youth, I focused on them, trying to find answers that would resonate within me. My search led me to agree with my parents on one and only one aspect: that our souls never die. We are continuous; therefore, our relationships can be also, if we want them to be. We can leave the afterlife and come back to Earth to do it all over again.
When I finally reached this answer that made sense to me, after my initial shock, I experienced a moment of “Yes! That's it!” And what followed was “peace that passeth understanding”.
My path has led me to many wonderful teachers. And through my study, I have found that understanding why I am here can be as simple as looking to the animals around me. Reflected in their eyes, particularly the furry-faced ones, are the souls that have also lived many lifetimes. Because animals are simple, that is not to say simple-minded, but pure and authentic, they can help me find the answers I seek.
As animals, they live much shorter lives than we humans and much less complicated ones. They do not carry emotional baggage like we do. They eat, sleep, and love. And it is because of this simplicity that they grasp the truth of living. And most importantly, they are here for a reason just as we are. And since they have chosen to live their lives with us, and we them, it comes as no surprise that we are part of that choice for a reason.
Why do our animal companions burst into our lives, love us faster, stronger, cleaner than any other soul, then leave us before we're ready?
I ask myself that question every day as I look at my Bernese Mountain Dog, Juliet. I don't really have an answer that truly satisfies. She is here to love me unconditionally. Then why, I ask, can't she do that for fifty or sixty years instead of ten? She is here to teach me to love unconditionally. Then the same question pops up.
Sugar, a dog who lived a much shorter life than most, springs to my mind. My family had moved to Greenwood, South Carolina, and adopted her, a six-month-old mixed English Bulldog pup.
One Saturday morning, I played in the brick carport of a neighbor friend. We were both around six years old. The whole day ahead of us, Katie and I braided our doll's hair, unaware that my family’s dog had just been hit by a car about a hundred yards away. In the days before leash laws, dogs ran around our neighborhood from yard to yard, greeting their own dog-friends and fighting with others. This day, Sugar and Pumpkin, another neighbor's dog, ran together. Unfortunately, they crossed the street at the bottom of a rather steep hill. The car’s driver never saw her coming.
Pumpkin rocketed up the hill towards my friend's house, barking at us furiously. She would run back down the hill the way she'd come, then back up, returning to us, barking all the way.
“I think she wants us to follow her,” my friend, Katie, said.
I agreed, and we followed her. At the bottom of the hill, my friend and I found Sugar. She lay there on the road, unconscious. Her eyes were closed, and she was most likely already dead. I remember a fly walked across her closed eyelid.
Katie looked up at me from beneath her feathered bangs. “She'll be okay,” she said. Her mother was a nurse, and Katie, a kind soul, had her mother's bedside manner.
But it was evident to me even at such a young age that Sugar would not be okay. The brown-eyed bundle of energy that we called Sugar was gone.
The young woman whose car had struck Sugar had gotten out. She wore a dress and heels. I’ll never forget seeing her cry for my dog, apologizing over and over again. It had a profound effect on me. My six-year-old heart went out to her. I wasn’t the only person affected by this tragedy. She would never forget that day either, an accident that ended a life.
If the purpose of our animal companions’ lives (here I’ll refer to domesticated, but if you're lucky enough to love farm animals, insert them) is to teach us something that we otherwise couldn't learn from any other soul, then why can't they stick around a little longer? Why do we fall so hard so fast only to have it end in inevitable, soul-crushing heartbreak?
There is one answer I have found that gives me a little peace and it is this: it's not about us.
By this I mean, the purpose of our animal companions’ lives isn't all about us, the “owner”. It's about them.
Sugar's reasons for coming here to Earth, spending a short few months with my family, then leaving, were her own. They were for her soul's growth and we got the benefit of loving her for a brief time.
As Father Brown, the great fictional character written by G.K. Chesterton, once said, “This is not farewell but a brief interlude before we meet again.”
Anyone who's looked into the eyes of a Bernese Mountain Dog, a Labrador Retriever, a Dalmatian, just to name a few, doesn't have to wonder if there's a soul inside looking back. We know it. And what's even better, they've got something to say to us if we'll learn to listen. And that listening is something each and every one of us can do.
Our animal friends are with us for a reason. They chose us for a reason. All souls are infinite. Like all of us, they can take on the form of whatever body they choose. Their souls chose dog, cat, or horse, and then chose to take up residence with us, the humans, the two-legged souls. And they do teach us. They teach us an immeasurable amount about love, respect, boundaries, forgiveness, and unconditional love. But that's just the things we get from them. They are here on Earth for their soul's growth just as we are. Granted, they’ve chosen a body that doesn't stick around for the long haul. But that's exactly what they had in mind when they chose it.
As I write, I live with a beautiful Bernese Mountain Dog, Juliet. I knew going in that I would only get eight years with her. If I was lucky, ten. But knowing that at the outset didn't and doesn't make me stop hoping that somehow she will miraculously become the longest living Bernese ever in recorded history. No, it doesn't. I still haven't stopped hoping. But the rational part of me ticks off the passing of each birthday like a clock. She just celebrated her seventh year in September.
In the same way we choose our families, friends, co-workers, and neighbors in order to work out whatever unfinished business from the past we have with those people, so it is the same with our animal friends. And vice versa, they are here to work out theirs with us. The undercurrents of our relationships may run so deep that we may never become consciously aware of them. But at some level, we know why they are here. And more importantly, they know why they are here.
In the final chapter of this book, I will share with you my method for communicating with the animals whose stories you are about to read, some living and some dead.
This book is not meant as a guide or a treatise on the topic of reincarnation. It is not meant to convince or persuade anyone on its subject matter. It is simply a collection of essays taken from my life. I came to my personal beliefs as we all do, I think—to find a way of coping, a way of believing that ignites our passion or at the very least doesn’t leave us unsettled or unfulfilled. The promise that this life is not all there is, is a comforting concept to me. I like knowing that my loved ones will be with me again—that goodbye is never really goodbye, but farewell, until we meet again.
Tina Proffitt, October 31, 2016

Introduction
 
The Day I Almost Killed Myself
 
I'll never forget that Monday morning almost exactly four years ago today, the day I almost killed myself in front of my children.
I stood in front of Richland Creek Animal Hospital. The dark brown building fronts a six-lane highway. In my Heather Green T-shirt, blue jeans, and tennis shoes, my hair pulled back into a ponytail, less than ten feet from my back, cars whizzed past, their slipstream literally blowing my hair. The sun sparkled off the river rock gray of my Landcruiser's back door. In the narrow parking lot from the corner of my eye, I became faintly aware of a woman decked out in heels and a dress who had just stepped out of her car parked beside mine.
The time of year was the same as I now write, November. The trees had dropped their leaves. And the grass had withered bare and brown. Each day, full dark arrived before dinnertime. Thanksgiving loomed on the horizon. I thought of all the things I needed to accomplish before the end of that day: lunch as soon as we got back home, homeschool lessons, dinner in the slow-cooker, Juliet’s new prescription for antibiotics. My workout for the day suddenly disappeared from my to-do list.
I closed the back of my truck, Juliet and my kids tucked safely inside. Instead of having already completed our Math, Science, English, and Social Studies lessons that morning, we were in the next town at the veterinarian clinic. We had made an impromptu trip that morning. Juliet had had a bad reaction to a flea bite over the weekend and had taken it out on her entire hip. As a result, she now wore the e-collar of shame. Not to mention, she had received a naughty sticker on the doctor’s chart for trying to nip the assistant who'd shaved her raw skin.
As I rounded the truck to my door, out of nowhere the woman in heels sprawled onto the pavement, falling face first to the ground. She did not get back up. And to my horror, she lost her hold of the leash that had been in her hand. Her little brown dog hurtled itself across the dangerous road in a blind panic.
My first thought—What if that were Juliet running away? What would I do? With every fiber of my being, I knew I would be lost without her, wondering where she was, hurting inside, missing her, worrying about her. I couldn't stand by and just watch.
“Stay here!” I ordered my children, who by now wore their seat belts. I pushed the key lock for the doors, locking them inside the truck.
I knew what I had to do, and I didn't think twice. I acted on pure adrenaline.
Now, I’m by no means an athlete. The peak of physical dexterity for me has always been aerobic videos. (I brought home straight A report cards while my siblings brought home
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