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Act 1: The Watching
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​Chapter 1: The Day I Chose Them
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The air smelled of newness, of something warm and soft and endlessly exciting. I was just a pup then, all clumsy paws and boundless curiosity, tumbling over my siblings in a sun-drenched yard. Then they came. A tall, quiet man with kind eyes, a woman whose scent was like warm bread and gentle laughter, and two smaller, quick-moving beings who giggled and pointed. My tail thumped against the ground like a drum. They knelt, and their hands were soft, their voices like music.

I nudged my nose into the woman’s palm, then licked the small hand of the girl-child. It was settled. They were mine. I didn’t know it yet, but I was sent here for more than cuddles.

They called me Bruno. The house smelled of fresh paint and something sweet, like cinnamon. The woman, Mom, moved with a quiet grace, though even then, I sensed a weariness in her steps, a faint scent of something like worry beneath the warm bread. The man, Dad, was often distant, his scent sometimes sharp, like a storm brewing far away. The two smaller ones, Lily and Tom, were a whirlwind of energy, their laughter bright, their tears quick. I loved them instantly, fiercely. My purpose was clear: to be near them, to feel their touch, to guard their space. I curled up at Mom’s feet as she read, rested my head on Tom’s lap during quiet moments, and chased Lily’s ball until my tongue lolled out. The world was full of their sounds, their smells, their presence. And I watched. Always, I watched.
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​Chapter 2: Something Wrong With Mom
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The first time it happened, the kitchen floor felt too cold, too hard. Mom was humming a tune, the scent of breakfast lingering in the air, when suddenly, her body stiffened. Her eyes, usually soft and warm, rolled back, and she began to shake. Not a happy shake, like when I dried off after a bath, but a violent, terrifying tremor. The humming stopped. A plate crashed.

I barked, a desperate, frantic sound. I licked her face, nudged her hand, tried to push my head under her arm, anything to make her stop shaking, to make her wake up. But she didn't. Her body was rigid, then jerking, making strange, guttural sounds. Fear, sharp and acrid, filled the air, not just from me, but from the quick, high-pitched cries of Lily and Tom who had run into the room. Dad rushed in, his voice loud, panicked. He knelt, trying to hold her, his scent thick with terror.

Then came the wailing sound from outside, growing louder, closer. Red and blue lights flashed through the window, painting the kitchen in frantic pulses. Strangers in uniforms, smelling of antiseptic and urgency, filled our small space. They moved Mom onto a stretcher, their movements quick and efficient. I tried to follow, whimpering, my tail tucked low, but Dad held me back, his hand trembling on my fur. They took her away. The house fell silent, except for the ragged breathing of Dad, Lily, and Tom. I didn’t understand "seizure," but I understood fear. I understood the emptiness where Mom’s warm scent should have been. I lay by the front door, my nose pressed to the crack, waiting for her to come back.
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​Chapter 3: The Pills
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Mom came back, her scent still carrying a faint trace of antiseptic, but something else too – a new, bitter smell. And then, the pills. They began to appear on the counters, in little orange bottles, in clear plastic organizers. Small, round, colorful things. Some for Mom, I knew, because she would take them with water, her face grim. But then other pills started to appear, in different bottles, for Dad, for Lily, for Tom. Or so I thought. They weren't always taken with water. Sometimes they were crushed, or hidden.

I noticed the changes. Mom moved slower, her eyes often heavy, her laughter less frequent. Dad’s storm scent grew stronger, more constant. Lily would sometimes sit for hours, staring at nothing, her scent flat and dull. Tom, usually a whirlwind, would sleep too much, his body heavy and unresponsive when I nudged him. The house felt colder, even when the sun poured through the windows. The warmth of their collective presence, the vibrant hum of family life, was dimming.

I tried to help. I would curl up beside Mom on the couch, pressing my head against her hand, willing my warmth into her. I’d nudge Dad’s hand with my nose, hoping for a scratch behind the ears, a sign he was still there. I’d lie at the foot of Lily’s bed, listening to her quiet sniffles. I’d rest my chin on Tom’s chest, feeling the slow rise and fall of his breath. But they were slipping further away, each wrapped in their own quiet pain, their scents mingling with that bitter, new smell of the pills. My nudges, my whimpers, my silent presence seemed to go unnoticed. The house was full of bodies, but the spirits within them were fading.
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​Chapter 4: The Fighting Nights
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The nights became the hardest. The air would grow thick with sharp, angry scents, like thunder rolling through the house. Voices, usually soft and comforting, would rise, loud and harsh, echoing off the walls. Doors would slam, making me jump, my fur bristling. Then came the crying, quiet at first, then sometimes erupting into ragged sobs from behind closed doors.

I would pace, my paws silent on the carpet, my ears swiveling, trying to understand the source of the storm. I’d whimper, a low, pleading sound, hoping to soothe the angry voices, to comfort the crying. I’d try to intervene, nudging a leg, resting my head on a knee, but they were too consumed by their own pain to notice me. I was just a dog, unable to bridge the growing chasm between them.

One night, the storm was particularly violent. The loud voices went on for what felt like forever, punctuated by crashes and the shattering sound of glass. Then, the front door slammed, harder than ever before. Dad’s scent, sharp and angry, faded away into the night. He didn’t come back. Not for hours. Not until the first hint of dawn painted the sky a pale gray. I lay by the front door, my nose pressed to the crack, whimpering, waiting. My body ached with the cold of his absence, the fear of the unknown. The house was silent again, but it was a heavy, suffocating silence, filled with the ghosts of shouted words and unspoken hurts.
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