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Where to Next?
A Home in the Country
Most events in life are accidental, the coming together of things and people in an almost random
way. So it was with Emma.
George (Georgina) and I were living at Summerleas, in the country near Kingston, when we became
grey nomads for several months, and went around Australia in a 1976 VW Kombi van which had
been converted into a camper-van. At the beginning of the trip we stayed a few days with my
brother David in Melbourne. He and his wife had Bronte, a tan spoodle, a spaniel-poodle cross.
A nice, friendly dog. Then we went to Adelaide, Darwin, Cairns and home down the East coast of
Australia.
After we had returned home, George told me that she had fallen in love with Bronte, and we
decided to get a spoodle of our own. So we asked David to find one.
Some time later we received a telephone call and we were told to go to the Hobart airport next day
and collect an animal. There we were given a small carry cage, which we put on the back seat and
started for home. But George could not wait. We had only travelled about a kilometre when she
opened the cage and took out a little back and tan bundle, and we immediately fell in love with her.
She was eight weeks old.
Naming a baby is always difficult and it took a few days to find a reason to settle on a particular
one. I named her Emma after an Australian pole-vaulter Emma George. Both were beautiful, but
whereas Emma George could leap high into the air, Emma Watkins had trouble getting onto a
couch. The contradiction seemed appropriate.
We did not bother with much training. We were not interested in having an obedient dog who
could do tricks, conditioned like a Pavlovian subject. But we took her to puppy school. For two
evenings we were told how to look after a dog and how to teach the basic requirements of “sit”,
“stay” and “come” using pieces of dried liver as rewards. We quickly realised that puppy school was
actually for training humans on how to look after their pets. Emma never quite understood the
basic commands, because we did not persist. She would sit if asked several times, and she would
stay if we were not too far away, about five feet. But she would always come; I don’t think that had
anything to do with training, it was just because she wanted to be with us.
At the time, George was working five days a week. So naturally Emma bonded with me more than
George. She loved us both, but our friendship was special.
We regularly drove to the Kingston dog beach where dogs could socialise and were allowed to play
and swim off lead. On one of the first occasions I waded out into the water until it was knee-deep.
Emma was frantic, raced into the water and swam out to me. It was the first and last time that she
swam; from then on she would only go in up to her waist.
The day came when she was spayed. Until then we had trained her to sleep in the kitchen. After
a few nights of pitiful howling she realised we always came back and she accepted this regular
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Kingston Dog Beach, December 1997
separation. But when I collected a sad, half-asleep puppy from the vet my heart melted, I relented
and despite howls of protest from George, Emma slept with us.
Now there were two, Emma and the stolen Socks!
Before I met George, I lived by myself in a small flat under the house of a friend. Two houses
away lived a family who had many cats, mainly because none of them had been neutered and they
reproduced almost daily. One day Dallas (who was about eleven years old and was dyslexically
called Salad) brought his little black and white kitten to show me, and we discussed what to call
him, Penguin or Socks. A few days later the kitten visited me and rubbed against my legs, so I gave
him a bowl of milk and called him Socks. Socks went home, packed his bags and moved in with me.
Dallas was heartbroken, but I had to explain: No one can ever own a cat. Cats are independent and
will choose who to live with no matter what we want or do. But I didn’t tell Dallas that I suspected
the food was much better in my kitchen; this was after he told me that left-over peanut butter
sandwiches were part of the cat’s diet.
I didn’t see much of Socks. He would have breakfast and go out the kitchen window which I always
left open, to play in the nearby creek, kill small animals and birds, and get his female relations
pregnant. An idyllic life.
But then I met George and not long after I relocated myself, a few clothes and a computer to her
house in Summerleas, a country “town” that never existed. It was surveyed by an Englishman in
England who drew a rectangular grid of roads, in complete disdain for the slope of the land, and a
promenade along the tiny creek. None of the roads were built and the area was only ever populated
by half a dozen farmers.
I could not leave Socks behind and, as a result, he had the worst day of his life. I took him to a vet
to be neutered, and next morning took him to a completely strange house where there were already
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Socks, November 1997
two cats. Thomas the cat was a wimp, but Cuffa cat was big, strong and dominant, and beat up the
newcomer. We kept Socks inside for two weeks to get him used to his new surroundings. When we
let him out Cuffa beat him up again and he vanished.
He was gone for a month. One day I saw something small and black moving in a field on the other
side of the valley, and wondered if it was Socks. Then, one night after we had been out, we saw in
the headlights a black cat racing from the back door. Surely it was Socks? So we set a trap, a metal
cage with a trip inside it to release the door so that it dropped down and sealed the animal inside.
Most days we caught nothing. Once we caught a possum, the type of animal that the trap was
made for. And once we caught the next door
neighbours’ small dog, Rose. We lost interest.
Then one morning, after a slow breakfast, I
remembered the trap was still set, and went out
to see if I had caught Rose again. But in the trap
was a very angry, infuriated cat; Socks. I opened
the cage and he stomped past me and went
inside. From that day until he died he never left
the boundaries of the property.
To protect the native birds we made collars
for Socks, with bells standing out about three
inches on pieces of stiff wire. He almost never
caught a bird and when he sat outside New
Holland honey-eaters would fly around him,
screeching and tormenting him. So we often

New Holland Honey-Eaters,
8 January 2003
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saw him asleep with birds hopping around him. But somehow he managed to catch baby rabbits.
He would stomp inside with his catch in his mouth and go under a small telephone table. Later I
would clean up. Socks would eat the entire head, bones and all, and leave the undamaged body and
two eyeballs for me.
Nights were not perfect. We would go to bed with Emma in the middle, and when we turned out
the lights Socks would be sitting on the floor. He would wait until he thought we were asleep, then
he would meow loudly, jump on me, stomp over my stomach and bite Emma on the foot. Emma
would yelp and move down the bed, and Socks settled down in the pre-warmed spot.
Socks died in September 2002. I got up one morning after George had gone to work and found
him in the kitchen, curled up on a favourite rug and appearing to be asleep. Until I touched him. I
put him on a towel on the kitchen table and sat there all day, angry, upset and complaining that he
died without telling me. George and her daughter Rachel came home and pointed out the obvious.
Socks was beginning to smell and I had to decide what the do with him. I couldn’t. So he was
wrapped in a plastic bag and put in the freezer with the food and a human placenta. (Why there
was a placenta in the freezer is irrelevant, but it was eventually planted under a tree.)
Socks was there for a week or two before I found out that a museum 200 kilometres away freezedried animals and birds. This was done to provide specimens for displays and exhibitions, but
private jobs were accepted to help pay for the facility. So Socks was put in a box with some ice and
sent to Launceston. We were told he would be home for Christmas, but he came back in January.
Emma loved knitted toys. We would give her
one and immediately she would chew a hole in
it, drag out the cotton wool stuffing and fling it
all around her. We would stuff the cotton wool
back in, so she made a bigger hole and repeated
the process. When all that was left was a limp,
bedraggled piece of knitting, she would get us
to have a tug-of-war with it. We bought these
dolls at markets and opportunity shops. One
day George bought one and, with a smile on
her face, she said “here you are” and gave it to
Emma. The woman who sold it burst into tears
and said she had knitted it for her daughter.
We tried to apologise, but from then on we
were more discrete.
Being a poodle cross Emma did not shed hair,
so we took her to a professional dog groomer
to be clipped. Emma hated it and the groomer
wanted to turn her from a dog into a fashion
model. So we bought our own professional
electric clippers and groomed her ourselves
for the rest of her life. She hated her feet being
touched and sometimes she would have a short
back and sides and long, woolly feet. She did
not mind.

Emma, September 1998
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As soon as Emma was old enough we started
walking around Summerleas, as well as going
to the dog beach. At first I kept her on a lead.
But because there was almost no traffic and she
always came to me when called, I started walking
her without a lead. And then we wandered
about on the few roads, enjoying the peace
and the smells. We passed small streams where
we would stop for a drink, and we listened to
the birds in the trees around us, untroubled on
deserted roads.
After a while when we knew our way around,
Emma would sometimes walk in front of me and
occasionally she turned in a particular direction.
I thought nothing of it, I just followed her.
Emma had only two medical problems. The
first appeared almost as soon as we got her: her
lips would swell up and become inflamed. It
did not take long to realise that she was allergic
to artificial colours, flavours and preservatives,
and she never had the problem again after we
changed her diet.
The second, and much more serious problem,
Emma, September 1998
was that Emma had bad teeth, and on three
occasions she had teeth removed under anaesthetic. Most of this problem was because she almost
never chewed bones. When we gave her a bone she would anxiously walk around with it and try
to find a place to hide it. If she saw I was watching her bury it in the garden, her anxiety would
increase, she would dig it up again and try to find another hiding place. Occasionally I would go to
bed and feel a hard lump under me, a bone she had given me to look after.
Not long before Emma died, a vet
gave me some dental chews to try,
large pieces of food that had to be
chewed. The twenty or so samples
were fine and Emma would chew
then up happily. So I bought a
large, expensive bag of them. But
Emma had changed her mind and
now refused to eat them!
In 2002 George and I went to
England for six weeks, and during
this time Rachel looked after
Emma. In all the seventeen years
of her life she was never put into a
kennel, and someone always cared
for her at home.

Emma, December 1997
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Emma and George, February 2005

Map of Summerleas Walks
Red lines are the routes we took and the arrows show the direction of travel; some routes
were one way.
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Finding Her Own Way
In September 2006, when Emma was nine years old, we moved. We left the country for a house in
Kingston Beach, near the dog beach. So Emma and I walked around the streets between our house
and the beach, and sometimes we went to the dog beach. But because there were many more cars
and people, I kept her on her lead. For a few weeks.
One day I thought: She was so good when she walked off lead in Summerleas perhaps she can walk
off lead here? So we went out with me wearing Emma’s collar and lead around my neck. And it
worked!
She stayed near me as we wandered. She learnt a new command, “wait”. We would arrive at an
intersection and I would say “wait” and she would stay beside me until there were no cars, and
then we would cross over the road safely. After a while the word “wait” was rarely used, because she
would stop and wait without the command. Indeed, over many years there were only two or three
occasions when she was distracted and start walking across a road before I had given her permission.
And there were no cars anyway.
Walking dogs off lead is prohibited everywhere except “designated places” like the dog beach. We
were stopped two or three times and a man from the council would tell us we could be fined $160.
So I took Emma’s collar and lead from around my neck and put them on Emma. We walked a few
steps until the nice man from the council had disappeared from view, then I returned the collar and
lead to my neck and we resumed our walk. I could have told him that we were connected by an
invisible lead, our bond, but I don’t think he would have understood.
One day Emma and I went out the gate and I turned left and started walking. After a few steps I
looked behind me to discover that she was not following me; she was just standing outside the gate
looking at me. I went back and patted her, and tried again. But she just stayed where she was. I don’t
know why, but I decided I would walk in the opposite direction, and Emma immediately followed
me. What was happening?
This behaviour did not occur on every walk, and some times Emma would happily follow me. But
it was becoming more frequent. We went on longer walks, only using the lead to cross busy roads.
And after we had walked a particular route two or three times Emma would want to go that way
again, but with me following her. And what was obvious from the beginning was that she wanted
to go on a different walk each day.
I told a person who knew a lot about dogs. “Impossible, you are imagining it. Dogs are pack
animals and they always follow the pack leader, the alpha male. And it is bad for Emma, because she
will be confused and anxious if you do not take control and be the alpha male.” “Sorry,” I replied
“you are wrong.”
Slowly it had become clear. Emma had a very good map of Kingston Beach in her brain and she was
making deliberate decisions. There was no anxiety. It was not a question of who was boss, it was a
shared decision. And I started listening to her.
Actually I had always listened, and Emma had always talked to me. For example, she would come
to me with a ball in her mouth, and her stance and the expression on her face said “Please play with
me.” as clearly as if she had spoken English. But I hadn’t thought about it, and I hadn’t realised that
I was listening. Until she started to take me for walks.
Well, it is obvious really. Dogs have feelings, and not just the basic ones like hunger and fear. They
have the emotions of happiness, sadness, anger, and even love. Dogs have memories, good enough
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to hold complex maps, and they can learn from past experiences. And dogs can talk. It is hard to
understand them, because they cannot speak English and their faces are not as expressive as the
faces of humans. Too often we ignore the signs because we are stupid and believe dogs cannot think.
And too often we do not give them the opportunity to talk to us, and they succumb to being the
obedient pack animal.
Quite quickly I learnt enough to distinguish different nudges, different sounds and different
movements, such as the difference between “I want to go for a walk” and “I want my dinner”.
Certainly their language is simple, in line with their needs, but if we stop, allow them to express
themselves, and listen carefully we will discover a whole new level of friendship as Emma and I did.
I am not surprised that no one believed us. If Emma and I went for a walk with other people or
dogs, these others would not stop to listen. They would hurry off, and we would obediently follow.
To them it was my imagination or I had invented it. Dogs just don’t behave like that.
Neither do birds. On one of our walks, on the track above the dog beach, Emma and I stopped for
a minute. Then I felt something land on my head, pull out a hair and go away. I looked around and
saw a small bird, a yellow-throated honey-eater, in a tree. I waited and it came down again to take
another hair from my head. I told George, who half believed me, so next day Emma and I took her
to the spot. We waited silently and George watched as the bird took another hair.
It didn’t matter if Emma and I were not believed. We were happy to walk alone and explore the area,
with just each other for company.
We would go out the gate and I would ask “Where to next?” Sometimes I would decide where to
go, often Emma decided. And once or twice Emma set out in a new direction, up a road we had
never been before. So we taught each other about the streets and paths of Kingston Beach. And
every Saturday and Sunday morning we would walk around the corner to the local newsagent and
get a newspaper. If I was delayed, because there was a queue, Emma would come inside to find me.
No one minded.
For my birthday in November 2010 Rachel insisted she take me somewhere to get a present. We
drove for a while and reached a cemetery, so I asked if I was getting a funeral plot. But we drove past
and arrived at a cat home where I was to choose a replacement for Socks. We sat in a cage surrounded
by kittens, and foolishly I ignored my own advice, given years earlier, that cats are independent and
will choose who to live with no matter what we want or do. So, instead of choosing an affectionate
female tabby I picked a black and white male who treated me with disdain. From the moment we
got home he ignored me and decided to bond with George. I named him Thomas Earnshaw after
a famous English watchmaker. Thomas tolerated Emma and Emma largely ignored him. But at
dinner time they both came to me to remind me to leave my computer and feed them.
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Map of Kingston Beach Walks
Red lines are the routes we took and the arrows show the direction of travel; some routes
were one way.
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Thomas, November 2010

Emma after clipping, September 2001
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A Peaceful Old Age
We lived at Kingston Beach for five years. But we were all getting old and slowing down.
So about the end of 2011 we moved to a smaller house about a kilometre away. Emma was 14 years
old.
Emma was no longer black and tan, but black and white, and I had changed from brown to white.
Emma had bad knees, her sight was fading and she was a little deaf. Many of her teeth had been
removed and she could hardly chew, so I cut up her food into bite-sized pieces that she could
swallow. And George fed her glucosamine and fish oil for her knees. We had made liver treats for
years, slicing sheep’s liver and drying it in the oven. And George made food for her in a pressure
cooker.
There were fewer places to walk, but we had slowed down, so it didn’t matter. I took Emma along
new streets until she had created a map in her head. Then we took it in turns to decide where we
would walk. Well, a gentle stroll. And we maintained the ritual that every Saturday and Sunday
morning we would go to buy a newspaper. But now we went to a supermarket and I had to tie up
Emma outside, or she would have come in through the automatic doors to be with me. But she was
patient. As far as I can remember, these were the only times in Emma’s life when she was tied up.
We had a year to ourselves.
In November 2012 George came home carrying a tiny, black and tan puppy. She looked a bit like
Emma, but she was a silky terrier cross and much smaller. Unlike her brother and sisters, she was
black and tan. Her siblings went around with both ears proudly erect. Gryphon tried putting up an
ear, but decided it was too difficult and let them flop like Emma’s ears.

Map of Kingston Walks
Red lines are the routes we took and the arrows show the direction of travel; some routes
were one way.
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Gryphon, January 2013
Finding a name for her was not easy. But at the time I regularly went to a local school to pick up
our granddaughter Cleo from piano lessons. So I decided to name our daughter after one of the
students, Gryphon.
Life repeats itself. Again a puppy was taught to sleep in another room. Again a puppy was spayed.
Again a puppy moved into the bedroom. Again Emma had some teeth removed and I tried the
dental chews that she refused to eat them.
Like Emma, Gryphon was only taught the necessary commands and restrictions. At the front of
our house is a brick wall only a foot high with the street and dangerous traffic on the other side.
Gryphon was only chastised two or three times for jumping over it from the garden, and since then
she will not go out without our permission and on a lead. Other than that, she can sit and perhaps
stay. Like Emma she wanted to be near us. Even the first time that she was released on the dog beach
she ran and barked and frolicked, but she always stayed near us and always came to us when called.
We did not teach her that.
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Our walks were not the same. Gryphon seemed to have an on-off switch but no speed control, and
when we walked she was always pulling on her lead, hurrying to the next smell and barking at most
things that moved. So it was impossible for Emma to decide our route, and for the last two years of
her life I had to choose. She didn’t mind. She was happy to follow me. Sometimes Gryphon would
try to race ahead and I had to restrain her until Emma caught up. Sometimes when close to home,
Emma got bored with waiting for Gryphon and went on ahead towards our house. But she never
got more than about 60 feet in front. She would stop, look at us and wait until we caught up.
At the start of our walks Gryphon pull on her lead and bark furiously at the cars going past. So I
decided that probably I could never walk her off lead, because she would attack a car and be killed.
Also, for reasons I did not understand, she would happily meet some dogs but attack others, and
she would become frantically aggressive when we passed a particular house with a dog behind a high
fence. Rachel suggested Gryphon was anxious, so I tried carrying her past the house and it seemed
to work a bit. But I thought I would always have to restrain her. No more could I ask “Where to
next?” because Gryphon would not be free to answer.
We developed a bedtime routine. I would lean forward to pick up the remote and turn off the TV.
As I did it, Gryphon would get up, find Emma and gently bite her ear to wake her. Then Emma,
Gryphon and I would go outside for a liver treat and a pee before going to bed.
Emma could no longer jump onto the bed. So we made some steps out of blocks of foam for her to
get up and down, we left a light on at night to help her see, and a bowl of water as she often got up
for a drink. She decided to sleep on the floor, so when we went to bed she climbed onto the bed to
have a “good night” liver treat with Gryphon, and then got off, had a drink and lay down to rest.

Gryphon, July 2013
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It was quick and unexpected. On Saturday morning Emma was normal, but early in the afternoon
it was obvious that something was wrong. She was hot, panting and had difficulty standing. In
the evening she refused to eat, and when I carried her outside she looked around vaguely and
collapsed on the ground. She could not stand up. I put her on a rug beside my bed and made her
as comfortable as I was able. I sat on the floor beside for as long as I could, but the medication I
take makes me sleepy and I had to go to bed. At 1:00 am I woke and she was not there. I think
she was trying to go outside, but she could only get half way before she vomited some blood and
collapse again. I wanted to stay with her, but I could not stay awake, and I left her hoping she was
comfortable. At 3:00 am George woke for no apparent reason and got up to check on Emma, and
I was woken by the light. Emma had moved a few feet and was on a rug in front of a closed door,
perhaps trying to go outside.
There was no choice. At 9:30 am a vet arrived, and at 9:45 am, as I stroked her head, she was put
to sleep.
A few days later the vet sent us a sympathy card with the following enclosed (I have made a few
changes):
If it should be that I grow frail and weak, and pain should keep me from my sleep,
Then you must do what must be done, for this last battle cannot be won.
You will be sad I understand, don’t let your grief then stay your hand,
For this day more than all the rest, your love and friendship must stand the test.
We’ve had so many happy years, what is to come can hold no fears.
You’d not want me to suffer so, when the time comes please let me go.
Get them to come to the place I know, there to give me care just so.
Hold me firm and speak to me, until my eyes no longer see.
And when you grieve, as you must, remember it is you I trust.
We’ve been so close, for all these years, when your heart fills with tears,
find within you a smile, for we walked together a little while.
In all the seventeen years we had together I regret only two things. First, when Emma was young
and I was ignorant I did what someone told me, to hold Emma down so that she realised that
I was the alpha male. It was only a few seconds, but she became distraught, struggled are cried.
Fortunately it had no lasting effect and I am sure that unlike me she forgot the event very quickly.
And second, on that Saturday night I should not have taken my medication. I should have stayed
awake, drinking coffee, so that I could be with her and, perhaps, help her.
It is now Friday, fourteen days and two hours since she died. There is a hole inside me. There is
something missing. No matter how hard I search the hole remains. I suppose this is grief.
Nearly everywhere I am, nearly everything I do, reminds me that something is missing. In the
morning I go outside for a cigarette, but no one follows me. I sit at my computer and the shadow
on the floor is not there, and no one nudges me and says “It’s time for dinner”. I go out the front
door and I see a lead and a collar, but it is not needed. I see the electric hair clippers, but they will
not be used again. I make a meal for the dogs, but I don’t have to cut up a chicken wing on the blue
plastic sheet, and only one bowl is needed. I hear the dog door open and close, but it is Gryphon or
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Thomas. I watch TV and reach down to stroke a head that is not there, and there is no one to share
my banana. I turn off the TV and Gryphon runs around looking for some one who is not there, to
wake a sleeping dog so that they both can get their before-bed treats. I go to bed and automatically
put out the steps, turn on the night light and check the bowl of water, but there is no one to use
them.
There is a hole inside me. There is something missing. And I want to cry. I suppose this is grief. After
all, Emma had been with me for nearly a quarter of my life. I must have taken her for nearly 6,000
walks and given her about 6,000 meals.
So I sit here, look down to where Emma should be resting near me, and I ask her “Where to next?”
There is no answer because I am looking at a carpet and there is no “next”. But I imagine her
replying “Its OK Dad, I am still with you.”
We will all live a bit longer. But when we die Emma will be forgotten, and her ashes will be
discarded by someone who did not know her. So I write for myself and George, so that for the years
we have left we will be able to refresh our memories and never forget her.
But perhaps there is a future.
A few days after Emma died, Gryphon, George and I were in a small park, a safe place, and George
suggested I let Gryphon off her lead. When I did she ran around happily, but never went too far
away and always returned to us if we called her. Perhaps there is a future?
The next day, in my imagination, Emma said to me: “You learned to stop and listen to me Dad, and
you trusted me. Now please stop and listen to Gryphon, and trust her.”
I have taken her for several walks now, and set her free once we were away from dangers. And she
has run around, sometimes 60 feet away, but she has always stopped, turned and looked for me. She
waits when I ask her to wait, comes when I ask her to come, and stays on the footpaths. “Emma has
taught me well, Dad” I hear her say.
So I will try.
I will take Gryphon for walks around the same streets. And I hope one day I will take her outside
and ask her “Where to next?”, and Gryphon will be be free to answer “This way Dad.”
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My eyes see a rug, but my heart sees a sleeping dog. 4 January 2015.
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Emma and Richard. November 1997

Socks, November 1997
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Emma, November 1997
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Emma, December 1997

Emma, Kingston Beach, December 1997
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Emma experimenting with a bone, March 1998

Christmas 2000
Emma Claws and Ned the Donkey delivering Christmas bones.
Ned used to belong to Martin Bryant, the Port Arthur mass murderer. When he arrived he
was in very bad condition, but he was nursed back to health by Rachel. He lived a quiet
and contented life until he died and was buried at Summerleas.
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Emma, David and Bronte, March 2000

Emma, Christmas day 2005
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Emma in front of the Lasiandra bush, April 2002
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Emma wanting to come inside, January 2008
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Socks freeze-dried, January 2010

Thomas, March 2012
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Emma and neighbour Harley (© Copyright 2004 Kirsty Pilkington)

