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Introduction



Lone Dog in the Wild . . .


It was a warm Sunday evening at the end of March 2009 and the sun was setting over the coral reefs and hundreds of tropical islands dotting Australia’s north Queensland coast. On the small island of St. Bees, thirty-odd kilometers offshore of Mackay, a small crew of national park rangers and research scientists looked out across the beachfront and saw a dog. Or rather, the silhouette of a dog, a mid-sized wolfish one, trotting along the shoreline. The dog was outlined against the giant orange sun and the darkening ocean, its head hung down and forward, its tail straight out behind.


“There it is,” ranger Steve Burke said to scientist Bill Ellis.


“Lone dog in the wild,” Bill replied.


Bill couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. It was like a scene from The Call of the Wild out there, the dog gliding through the landscape, seemingly oblivious to the men. It appeared to be determined to keep its distance and follow its solitary path.


Bill, who had been studying the island’s koala population since 1998, had just spent the day coaxing koalas out of trees in the island’s densely bushy hills. Seeing the running dog on St. Bees, though, was an unwelcome novelty. There were wallabies all over the island and there were still plenty of goats, descendents of the animals that were introduced more than a hundred years ago. But by 2009, the approximately three-square-mile island was almost all national park, and protected from both human development and non-native animal species on account of its abundant birdlife, from sacred kingfishers to sea eagles and kites, as well as its occasional snake, and lots of (mostly harmless) spiders.


This dog had no business being on the virtually uninhabited island, in a zone where domestic pets were prohibited. Neither Steve nor Bill was surprised to see it, though. Steve had been aware of the dog for weeks, ever since David Berck, one of the leaseholders of St. Bees’ only private section, Homestead Bay, called to let him know that there was a dog roaming the island and that it seemed to have come over from Keswick Island, St. Bees’ neighbor. Some of Keswick’s fourteen or so residents had also spotted the dog in December, and then later noticed it on St. Bees, which was clearly visible over the narrow but rough ocean channel of Egremont Passage, a few weeks later.


The dog had seemingly been out there for months, yet no one had reported their pet missing. There had been no call to Mackay office of the Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service from distressed dog owners reporting that they had lost their beloved pet while out boating. Of course, it had been known to happen: picnicking locals would head out to the islands, their dogs would get lost in the bush and the owners would have to leave them behind in order to catch the tides back to the mainland. But they always alerted the authorities. So for the last few months, Steve and his colleagues had been baffled as to where exactly this dog could have come from and exactly how they should deal with it.


Now, out on St. Bees for the first of several annual trips that the Mackay-based rangers made in their supervision of the island, Steve Burke was on a mission. It was time to finally trap this dog. Trapping was the most humane way that he and his fellow rangers, most of them dog lovers with dogs of their own at home, could think of to remove this mysterious animal, who posed a threat to every species on the islands.


But it wasn’t going to be easy. The dog had already eluded several attempts by St. Bees’ sole resident, Peter Berck, to befriend it, tempting it out with cans of dog food. It was giving every impression that it wanted to be left alone, and there were a whole lot of places on St.


Bees for it to hide. The island is craggy and volcanic, approximately 2.5 miles from shore to shore and shaped like a cartoon egg that has been hastily cracked into a pan. The rangers were only out on the island for four days of solid work and, if they weren’t able to lure the dog into the wire trap they’d borrowed from the Mackay Regional Council, Steve knew they were going to have to use more drastic measures. Nobody wanted to take that thought to its conclusion, but the fact was, this dog couldn’t be here. If it was behaving antisocially, it could be dangerous. If it was feral, they might have to put it down.


So, the first step was to set the trap in a place the dog was likely to venture to. While there were plenty of spaces to harbor itself, in order to leave St. Bees, the creature would have to swim. Steve was counting on it being smart enough to know this, as well as hungry enough to sniff its way into the trap. He and his ranger colleague, Ludi Daucik, hopped into the inflatable dinghy sitting on the shore and headed out to their boat, Tomoya. Between them, Steve and Ludi maneuvered the empty but hefty metal trap from Tomoya to the dinghy and then motored back to St. Bees. They pulled up beside a rusted line boat that lies on Stockyard Bay, emerging and receding with the tides, looking almost as if it’s had a bite taken out of it by one of the hammer-head sharks that live off the reef.


The two men picked a patch under a low-hanging beach-scrub tree above the high tide mark just back from the shore between Honeymoon and Stockyard Bays. It was one of the few sheltered spots visible from Peter’s house on Homestead Bay. Steve set about filling a burlap bag with the sloppy contents of several cans of dog food that he’d picked up from the supermarket. He’d bought the fancy beef and gravy recipe, thinking, this has gotta do the job. His mind on his kelpie and border collie cross playing safely at home in his Mackay backyard, Steve swished the food around, making sure the gravy seeped into the bag so that the scent would travel further towards this hungry castaway dog’s nostrils. He tied the bag to a spring mechanism at the far end of the trap. Any pressure on the burlap bag and the trap would fall down behind the mysterious hound.


After that, there was nothing to be done except to head back to Tomoya and get settled for the night. Steve, for one, was looking forward to relaxing in front of the TV, while Bill was ready for a beer.


Bill had been scanning the beach for more evidence of the dog, but there was no sign of it. “I hope this works,” he said, pointing at the trap now looming in the dusk.


“You and me both, mate,” said Steve.





1



Every Girl Needs a Dog, Mom . . .


It was the middle of 2005 when Bridget Griffith first set eyes on Sophie. Bridget was a tall, demonstrative sixteen-year-old with almond-shaped eyes and a wicked smile. She was working two holiday jobs at a shopping center in Mackay, and the object of her affection was a shy, fluffy puppy with her nose pressed into her belly as she lay sleeping behind a window in a pet store. Sophie was the sleepiest of a litter of otherwise bumptious cattle dogs, which in puppydom are white-haired, squashy-nosed and compact, like toy versions of wolves.


Every day during her lunch break, Bridget would go straight to the pet store, which was across the way from the card shop she was working in, and stand in front of the puppies that had no doubt been strategically placed to tantalize every young girl or boy passing by. Bridget would “Aww” and “Oh my God” as the male puppies, in particular, wooed her, bouncing and clawing the windows as they looked out at her with their eager eyes. All the while, there was one little puppy that stayed in a furry ball in the corner of the pen, apparently oblivious to the potential suitor tapping at the window, waving and smiling at her.


For years Bridget had been carrying on to her mom and dad about getting a dog. All three of her older siblings had had their own dogs, and Bridget had dreams of a puppy with a super-girly name, like Alicia, who she would take everywhere and have as her companion, much like her brother Luke’s dog was to him. Her parents kept saying no. They had one cattle dog already, Luke’s Jordy, and in any case, Bridget had commitments all over the place, from basketball to netball and schoolwork, not to mention a popping social life. But it wasn’t enough for Bridget. She needed a puppy to share it all with and she was determined to take one of those cattle dogs home.


One dry day in July, Bridget’s mother, Jan, a smartly-dressed and dynamic late-fifty-something, drove to the Caneland shopping center to meet Bridget after work, which was a rare occurrence. Jan had always hated the shopping center for the same reason she seethed over lots of more recent changes in Mackay—she saw them as the sterilization of the once idyllic coastal town that had run for decades on the hard work of small-business owners such as herself and Bridget’s father, Dave. So this visit to Caneland was to be brief, and Bridget and Jan split up to get everything done as quickly as possible, buying underwear from Best & Less and new basketball uniforms from Lorna Jane.


Bridget decided to make a little detour. She wanted to go see the puppies, even though she knew it would make Jan cranky. But Bridget just had to have a look.


As she walked to the window, she noticed that the litter she’d been eyeing for weeks had been reduced to just two: a boy and a girl. She stood there in front of them, mesmerised more by the boy pup than the girl. The male was mischievously bouncing around, getting its paws entangled in paper, barking at the window and, in general, looking very adoptable, while the female was huddled in a corner, sleeping and seemingly uninterested in even the possibility of attention.


Bridget couldn’t help herself; she had to hold the dogs. She found Jan in Best & Less and begged her to come see the puppies. “I promise we won’t cuddle them, I promise,” Bridget lied. Jan was reluctant: she knew that if they cuddled the puppies, that would be that. But it was hard to say no to the vivacious and determined Bridget, who had linked her arm through Jan’s and was walking her mother towards the pet store before Jan could stop her.


The minute Jan saw the puppies, her resolve started to melt.


“Can I hold the boy?” Bridget asked the woman minding the pet store.


“No, take the girl,” Jan interjected.


Of the Griffiths’ many dogs, all but one had been female. Jan wasn’t keen on taking another dog home, but she knew the odds were already stacked against her—at the very least they should stick to the gender they were used to. Dave always believed that female dogs had a better nature than male dogs. “And besides,” he would say, as if it couldn’t be more obvious, “they don’t pee all over everything like males do.”


Bridget picked up the sleepy female puppy, who by this time was shaking. “She was a really scared little dog,” Bridget remembers. But Bridget held her and stroked her under the chin and calmed her down. The pup was soft and warm, with piles of white-gray fur flecked with blue. She had a slightly upturned nose, like the nose of a little child, and she smelled of dog biscuits and freshly laundered towels. Once calm, the puppy turned her head to Bridget and licked her face. “Dealbreaker, absolute dealbreaker,” Bridget says now.


Bridget put the puppy back down in the window and mother and daughter walked outside to discuss what getting a new dog was going to mean for the family. Outside, as Bridget worked up every angle to convince her mom that there was no reason not to get a puppy, the tears started to fall. If it took a mini-tantrum, Bridget was prepared to go there. She had been looking at these puppies for weeks, just dying to take one home. She practiced the age-old refrain: she would feed it and look after it, she promised. All the other Griffith children had had their own dog; it was her turn now.


Jan wasn’t fooled; she knew her theatrical daughter could lay it on thick when she wanted something. Bridget was being over-the-top, but Jan couldn’t help sort of admiring her for it. This girl knew what she wanted and how to get it, and in fact, Jan didn’t need a whole lot of convincing. She was already smitten with the tiny pups.


Jan agreed to go back into the pet store and let Bridget hold the girl dog once more. Looking on, as Bridget nuzzled with soon-to-be Sophie, Jan clasped her hands over her mouth in adoration. The girl and the puppy looked like they belonged together and clearly they were both falling head over heels. Bridget handed the puppy to her mother and, just like that, another Griffith woman fell hopelessly in love.


Jan told the girl in the store that they were coming back for the female puppy and entreated her not to sell her, but they all knew that the clock was ticking. The rest of the litter had already gone, so there had to be more Bridgets out there trying to convince more Jans that now was the time for that new puppy. Jan just needed to clear it with Dave, who was over at the offices of the family electrical business.


When Jan called to say they needed to talk seriously, Dave became pretty nervous. Dave Griffith was a broad-shouldered man in his early sixties who wasn’t generally the nervous type, but it wasn’t often that he got a call from his wife of thirty years announcing that they had to have a serious talk. He suddenly worried, was she going to leave him or something? He couldn’t really believe that there was anything badly amiss, but then again, he had just bought the family’s first boat, Honey May. She was a 32-foot third-hand motor cruiser with very tight living quarters: two tiny bedrooms and a saloon with faux-leather upholstery. Not exactly a yacht, but still. He’d bought the boat so that he and Jan could enjoy their later years out on the ocean, fishing, whale-watching and relishing the marine paradise that their tropical town afforded them. But when he got the call to say that Jan was on her way over, he began to wonder if this latest toy might have been enough to throw Jan into a bout of wifely discipline.


Dave was mistaken.


Jan pulled up to the office of Dave Griffith Electrical Services and, leaving a highly-excited Bridget in the passenger seat, walked into Dave’s office, white pants very crisp and a resolute expression on her lips. “We’re getting a new dog,” she announced.


Dave frowned then raised his eyebrows. Relief flooded through him as he realized that there was no drama after all.


“Yeah, yeah, whatever you want,” he responded to his own relief. “As long as you’re not divorcing me.”


Jan threw her husband a puzzled look as she hurried out of the offices. She was desperate to get back to Caneland. Bridget, who had climbed out of the passenger seat and was looking over the car, impatiently scanned her mother’s face. Jan was smiling and Bridget knew it was a yes. She let out a whoop and jumped back into the car, which sped back to the shopping center. Bridget was sick with pure tension. If someone had bought the puppy in the meantime, she was just going to die.


Jan parked the car and Bridget ran ahead. There in the window of the store were the two puppies. The girl was sleeping again and the boy was bouncing around, paws pressed to the glass. He probably recognized Bridget by now, for all the time she’d spent fawning over him. As Jan was inside paying for Sophie, Bridget peered once again through the window that had lured her here every day for months. She almost couldn’t look at the boy puppy, who was still staring up at her with his tail wagging. Bridget felt terrible about leaving him in there, alone, his little white face turned up to hers. She wasn’t going to push her luck, though. After all those years of dreaming about a dog of her own, and all those weeks of visiting the litter of puppies, having just managed to convince her parents that it was time for a new dog, she wasn’t going to argue about which pup! Bridget was beside herself with happiness and nothing could dampen her mood. She was going to be the best dog mom ever to Sophie, the very girly name that was the first to come to mind as she walked out to the car with her new best friend.


[image: Image]


Bridget and Jan drove through the gate of the family home, a typical 1940s Queenslander with timber panels painted cream and a second, outdoor home of sorts, under the house. The house was a perfect family home, complete with plush bathroom, barbecue area, guest room, and two TV screens—one up, one down—the size of a grown man’s boogie board. The upstairs bedrooms—one of them Dave and Jan’s, the other a guest room—looked out through mottled latch windows onto a kidney-shaped pool in the front yard, edged with red timber and tropical gardens of hibiscus and royal pines.


When Bridget and Jan pulled in, there was a welcome committee in the form of Jordy, the family dog, who was doing her routine run around the garden before greeting them as they opened the car doors. Bridget swung her legs out of the passenger door and struggled to her feet—her arms were folded around Sophie, whose soggy black nose was nestled in the crook of Bridget’s elbow as if she had been born there. Jan noticed that Jordy stopped the welcoming tail-wagging the second she saw Bridget. The old dog’s nose didn’t take long to stop sniffing, either—she knew that smell. Another dog . . .


The Griffiths are dog people. They’ve always had dogs; both Jan and Dave grew up with them. Jan’s family, who have been in Mackay for four generations, have had various breeds, including an Australian cattle dog named Biddy, who they adopted after someone left her on the passenger seat of Jan’s father’s car. Dave grew up in one of the many booming surf towns on the central New South Wales coast, before moving north in the 1970s to work as an electrician at the Bowen Basin coal mines. His childhood was spent in the company of a series of dachshunds, every one of them named Tinker. The first Tinker had a harelip; the last one went everywhere with Dave and his younger brother Lloyd, including out on their surfboards, riding the waves with them as they hit the beaches.


Jan and Dave met when Jan was a very attractive bartender at the smoky local bar, Wilkie’s, slamming down beers for local tradesmen and mine workers, such as Dave. Their courtship was legendary around Mackay for being both volatile and long: Jan did a lot of telling Dave to “Pack your bags and get out of here,” and Dave did a bunch of promising to change his ways. There were plenty of parties, but the pair also bonded by sharing things with each other that they weren’t in the habit of talking about. In his early twenties, Dave had lost his father to a sudden and early death and was still, close to a decade later, very raw over it. Similarly, Jan’s family had been hit by tragedy, and Jan was known to demand that people stop talking about her twelve-year-old brother Danny, who had died when she was just thirteen, “Unless you want me to really lose it.” Neither of them were the type to talk too intensely about their emotions but they found comfort in an unspoken pact between them. Their marriage was a rude awakening to a lot of their friends, who could happily have gone on drinking in Wilkie’s, one big happy gang. But the Griffiths were ready for the next stage of life, and it wasn’t long before they had two young children, Matthew and Ellen, and a budding family electrical business. Luke and Bridget came along several years later.


Just as Dave and Jan believed that children were best raised with lots of hobbies and activities, as opposed to video games and TV, they also believed that childhood and family life were better with dogs. Matthew had Mack, an unusually docile border collie who was the teacher’s pet at puppy obedience school because he was so sweet and well-behaved, unlike Ellen’s unofficial pup, Tina, a bossy silky terrier who Ellen took to school in fourth grade posed as Toto, while she was dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. At one point, the Griffiths had three dogs: Mack, Tina (who ruled the roost) and Biffy, an Australian terrier who Jan and Dave adopted from Jan’s parents.


When he was twelve and the family was (temporarily, as it turned out) dog-free, Luke told his mother that he must have a cattle dog. His best mate, Adam “Jenko” Jenkins, a budding working dog enthusiast, had been telling him so, and had just found a litter up for sale. The answer was no: the business had finally kicked into high gear, Bridget was six years old and time-consuming, and Jan and Dave were not ready for another addition to the family. Luke, wide-eyed and well-armed with justifications, said to his mother, “What sort of a boy grows up without a dog?” Jan couldn’t resist her son, or his logic, and along came Jordy, an almost psychotically loyal, blue cattle dog who spent most of her days protecting Luke from anything or anyone who appeared to be making any suspicious moves, which included other members of the family.


Jordy had been around for almost eleven years when Sophie came along, and the aging dog was not happy to find she now had company. When Sophie emerged from the car in Bridget’s arms, Jordy growled softly and looked at Bridget, who was preoccupied, rubbing her cheek on Sophie. She took her new pet to the pool area at the front of the house and plopped her on the red timber decking out in the sun. Sophie was drowsy and wobbly and only just managed to shake herself before her hind legs collapsed to one side and she leaned her whole body onto them, her belly flopping in a heap. Bridget got on her knees and crawled around beside her new puppy, nuzzling and rubbing her cheeks all over Sophie’s soft white fur. Bridget found one of Jordy’s slightly frayed tennis balls and crouched down to roll it at Sophie, who wagged her tail. She didn’t know quite what to do with it but gamely clawed at the ball before letting it roll away. Bridget picked Sophie up and let the pup fall back to sleep in her arms.


Had Jordy been younger, she might have made a lot more fuss to ensure that this new dog knew its place, but her fierceness was waning when Sophie became a Griffith. She had heart problems and was suffering from arthritis. And so, as Bridget and Sophie sat by the pool, Jordy retreated to the hole that she’d dug behind a Brazilian cherry shrub in the backyard, into which she often disappeared for a sulk.


Jordy stayed in that hole for most of Sophie’s first week, coming out only for meals, which she seemed to have decided were the best moments for her to assert power over the puppy. Jordy would rush to the bowls of food, blocking tiny Sophie, who had no choice but to stand back while Jordy ate. It was a call to order that the puppy seemed to take to without question. She’d sit behind Jordy under the carport, no hackles up and no whining as she watched her superior clean up her bowl, instinctively understanding the pecking order.


Sophie, in fact, didn’t seem to question much as a puppy. She spent her first weeks doing very little but sleeping and eating. It got to the point that Bridget began to fret about her. Why wasn’t she more lively, rolling about in the garden and tripping over her tail? Sophie would sleep in a little basket in the laundry room under the house for hours and hours, only waking to eat, which she did a lot of—her appetite, at least, instilled the family with confidence. Bridget would put bowls of chopped meat and puppy biscuits down in front of her and (so long as Jordy had finished hers) watch Sophie gobble them up in seconds, then promptly flop back for more deep slumber. Bridget learned to stop worrying about her already beloved pet, but she still thought it was a bit freakish. Dave was reassuring, though, “A puppy’s like a baby: all they want to do is sleep and eat.”


It didn’t help matters, Luke and Dave thought, that Bridget insisted on carrying Sophie everywhere. Luke was living in a shared house not far from the family home, but he was around there pretty often, and not shy about sharing his opinions on his sister’s dog-rearing. Bridget would pick Sophie up like a baby and hold her for hours, the two of them sitting on the front steps or out by the pool, Sophie curled up, snoring lightly as Bridget flipped through the women’s magazines that Jan discarded after doing the crosswords. “That dog’s never going to learn to walk if you don’t put her down now and again,” Dave and Luke used to joke. “At the moment she doesn’t even know she’s got legs!”


Despite Dave’s insistence that everything was fine with the new family member, after a couple of weeks the Griffiths began to wonder whether Sophie might be deaf, which they knew wasn’t entirely uncommon in cattle dogs. The young Sophie did not easily pick up on her name. She often didn’t turn around or even perk up when Bridget or Jan called out her name over and over, and she sometimes missed out on treats like Schmackos or dinner leftovers because of it.


Sophie’s ear, which had flopped endearingly in the pet store, stayed floppy, whereas the ears of most cattle dogs stand up permanently within the first months of life. The floppy ear added to Sophie’s cuteness and the Griffiths eventually came to the conclusion that it was probably the result of a sisterly nip from Jordy, the top dog leaving her mark. Nevertheless, it led to a little bit of teasing. When Ellen, who was living in Brisbane, called to ask how the new puppy was doing, Dave said that Sophie was a lovely dog but a little bit stupid. Jordy, overbearing as she could be, had at least patrolled the house from the moment she became a Griffith, leading her family to believe she might just be the cleverest dog ever. But Sophie seemed to be more concerned with love, affection and daydreaming.


As the enigmatic pup got stronger, though, she started to wander out from her bed to come and join the family. She’d lope over to Bridget, who would be reading by the pool or shooting a few baskets on the family’s makeshift basketball court beside the carport, and Bridget would inevitably stop what she was doing to scoop Sophie up for a cuddle, cooing, “Hello darling girl.” Sophie would lay her chin over Bridget’s shoulder and her paws would hang just over Bridget’s arm, flopping about as Bridget carried her around.


Bridget used tennis balls to test Sophie’s coordination skills, throwing them to the pup, whose jaw was still too narrow to clamp around the ball. It didn’t stop her from trying though, and she’d stand ready to receive the slow-flying balls with her mouth open, swaying her whole back half from side to side. But proving her catching skills was the least of Sophie’s worries. As her days became more about doing than sleeping, she had an ongoing challenge to contend with in Jordy, who was still the top Griffith dog.


Jordy, built like a nuggety bulldog with a beefy chest, spent her days surveying the grounds of the Griffiths’ home for any ripples in the suburban peace. She would snarl and bark at anyone who came within the vicinity of the family home, and nip at people’s heels if they got too close to her family. Even Matthew and Dave were victims of Jordy’s ankle-biting. Jordy’s primary job, as she seemed to understand it, was to protect Luke, and she did this with the ferocity of a midday sunburn.


Her other job, it turned out, once Jordy had made sure that the new arrival knew who was boss, was to guide Sophie in cattle dog ways. The elder dog would take Sophie on her morning, mid-morning, lunchtime, afternoon, mid-afternoon and early evening rounds of the outer edges of the Griffiths’ property. She relished her role as Sophie’s mentor. The dogs could be lying in the sun, dopey and dreamy, then switch in an instant into stealthy huntresses. Sophie would observe Jordy’s demonstration of the most effective way to harass a bird, then follow suit.


Right from those early days, Sophie was an exceptional bird hunter. When the Griffiths stepped out into the backyard they’d find feathers scattered everywhere, mostly the black and white ones of the small but loud peewees, which couldn’t stand a chance against their nemesis. From Sophie’s sleeping spot in the pool area, out of sight of the backyard, she could come running at the slightest hint of a bird’s presence. Once close enough, she’d get down really low and slink towards the unsuspecting bird. Her ears would go back and then she’d pounce, huffing and slobbering, tearing up the ground as she went in for the kill. Sophie could propel herself with those well-fed torso muscles from one end of the Griffiths’ yard like a bullet.


Jordy also made sure to let Sophie know her place when it came to bathroom manners. Jordy being top dog, Sophie wasn’t allowed to use the lawn as her toilet. Jordy, herself, had always been admirably tidy about her bathroom habits, never leaving unwelcome piles on the lawn, and Sophie was to continue the courtesy. The pup was relegated to the bushes on the garden edges, a habit she has never broken. “For a long time, I thought she was doing it because she didn’t want anyone to watch her,” says Bridget. Sophie would always trot out of sight when she needed to pee. In her six years as a Griffith, Sophie never soiled a carpet or an empty bedroom and, even when she’s out with the family, she pads off to a private place to do her business. It might be part modesty, but it must surely also be part obedience: Sophie has never forgotten Jordy’s lessons.


The friendly competitiveness between Jordy and Sophie reflected that between Bridget and Luke. The two youngest Griffiths were best buddies and confirmed rivals. Both of them spent much of their childhood without other siblings around every day and both of them were surprise arrivals for their parents. When Bridget was a cheeky and emotional nine-year-old and Luke a hot-blooded fifteen-year-old, he used to walk past her in the kitchen and say out of the corner of his mouth, “You were a mistake, you know.”


Eventually Bridget approached her mother to tattle-tale on her older brother’s torments. “He can talk,” Jan apparently responded. As it happens, Bridget and Luke came into the world the same way both Jordy and Sophie came into the Griffith family: unplanned and with undeniable winning power. (“Bridget is the best possible advertisement for having a baby at forty,” Jan has been known to announce.)


As Sophie grew and adapted to her new life with the Griffiths, Jordy’s health was going downhill. Her heart was weakening and her arthritis getting worse so, by the time Sophie had been there for a couple of months, the dogs had undergone a role reversal. Jordy now spent most of her days sleeping, barely able to move and without the energy to taunt her new little sister. When Sophie trotted by Jordy in her bed, the top dog wouldn’t growl and block Sophie in her path as she had before, challenging her to a game. Jordy might open her eyes and lift her head to watch Sophie pass but she would lay her head back down, leaving Sophie free to continue on her way to the garden or the pool, where Bridget would be working on an assignment or Dave fiddling with mechanics.


Jordy no longer greeted the Griffiths in the carport when they came home; now it was Sophie skipping from one paw to the other in the driveway when they drove through the gate. Jordy wasn’t doing her protective rounds of the yard, either, and Jan would look out the kitchen window while she was stirring her grandmother’s Maltese Widow’s soup over the stove and miss seeing Jordy galloping around the garden perimeter, hackles up, stopping every few seconds to sniff for airborne intruders. Luke came round every afternoon just to sit with his beloved protector under the house. He would entice her out into the backyard and throw a tennis ball up the lawn, but instead of racing at it in pursuit, Jordy would saunter in the general direction of the ball and then flop in the middle of the lawn.


As the days went on, there was a growing sense of dread in the household. They knew Jordy was on her way out. She was suffering and they weren’t going to be able to watch it. They had to have her put down, but when the subject came up, the Griffiths had a hard time discussing it. The conversation would veer back to Jordy’s prime, with Luke regaling them with stories that they all knew and loved to hear over and over again. The unspoken prospect of what they were going to have to do hung over the Griffith household for weeks. One day, when Jan and Dave had woken to find Jordy more miserable than they’d ever seen her, barely able to move from her bed of blankets as her discomfort elevated, Jan knew she was going to have to face it. Neither Luke nor Dave had been able to volunteer for the job and Jan feared she’d be a basket case if she tried to do it on her own. So she called one of the family’s most trusted friends, Luke’s best mate from childhood, Jenko, who had put Luke on to Jordy over a decade ago.


“Look, we have a huge favor to ask,” Jan said to Jenko, who was already feeling very taken aback. He knew the Griffiths as second parents and was alarmed to hear the shake in Jan’s voice. As Luke’s partner in crime, Jenko had spent years of his adolescence with Jordy and was one of the few people who could come through the Griffiths’ gate and not have to brace for a nipping. He knew that Jordy was not well but had not realized the direness of the situation.


Jan told Jenko that she’d arranged an appointment with the vet to have Jordy put down. The family hadn’t been able to decide on much but that they did not want to prolong their dog’s pain. “She can’t go on,” Jan explained. “She’s just not happy anymore. And you can imagine, we’re all hopeless. Luke won’t do it and Dave is terrible when it comes to death. Would you be prepared to take her to the vet?”


Jenko agreed to do the deed, knowing that Jan wouldn’t be asking if the Griffiths didn’t really need him. He was attached to Jordy but had also had a lifetime of dealing with the highs and lows of keeping dogs, having been raised with working dogs as pets.


“I felt a little treacherous, taking my best mate’s dog to be put down, but we all knew this was the only thing any of us could do to help Jordy,” says Jenko.


While Bridget was at school and Jan and Dave at work, Jenko came to the house and calmly walked the very frail Jordy to the vet’s clinic, a half mile down the road. It took them half an hour to get there but her last half hour was full of sun and fresh air.


When Dave came home later that afternoon, there was no Jordy sleeping in her bed. He walked up the stairs to the kitchen and said to Jan, “You’ve taken her, haven’t you?”


Jan nodded and went to Dave, put her hands on his cheeks and gave him a kiss on the lips. He nodded and rubbed her shoulders.


Jan spoke with the vet later that afternoon, who assured her that Jordy had been asleep and beyond pain when she’d gone. “Do you want the body?” the vet asked her. Jan answered with a categorical no. The Griffiths did not want to bury Jordy in the backyard. She would live on in their memories and stories.


Not for the first time, the Griffiths pulled together to deal with their sadness. Bridget didn’t mention Jordy to Jan when she got home from school. She’d been waiting for it to happen any day now. Puppy Sophie had greeted her at the gate and Bridget rolled around with her outside in the garden for comfort. Later, Luke knew immediately that Jordy was gone when he came through the gate for his daily visit. Jordy wasn’t in her hole or her bed. Luke bolted up the stairs but stopped before opening the screen door. His eyes were glazed when he stepped inside. “She’s gone, isn’t she?” he said to Jan, who nodded, just as she had with Dave. Luke let out a big sigh. It would be several days before he came to visit again.


Jan and Dave, who had a lot of practice in helping each other cope with grief, tried to be stoical. They had always loved their dogs, but they were not sentimental. A dog was part of the family, but owning pets meant that you had to cope with their loss. Jordy had enjoyed a long and vigorous life and given the whole family a lot of hilarious and joyful moments, but as Dave says, “What were we going to do? Dig a hole in the garden so that everyone could stand around crying? It’s too hard. She was an old dog and she was in pain and we couldn’t let her carry on. It was time to let her go.”


Sophie also immediately noticed that Jordy had gone. Over several days, she searched for her old mentor, sniffing tentatively around Jordy’s backyard hole and looking questioningly up at Bridget and Jan when they came through the gate. Owners and dog comforted each other. The whole family were grateful that they had Sophie to lavish their attention and affection on, and in fact, the still gangly pup very quickly benefitted from her sister’s passing. She was the perfect distraction from the family’s sadness and she wasn’t going to protest.


It took less than a week for Sophie’s energy levels to rise. She was being smothered with love from everyone, including Luke, and so she came to not only accept, but relish her change in status. Now, when Dave or Bridget got the garden hose out, Sophie behaved like the top dog she was in the house. She began to show her true athletic ability. She also became quite the entertainer. As Dave or Bridget unwound the hose, Sophie would start wiggling her behind madly and sniffing along the ground towards the water as if she were creeping up on an unsuspecting cockroach. When Dave raised the hose, the pup would bound over, jumping in and away from the water and snapping at it wildly as if she were playing “you can’t catch me” with a wily snake. The game was just as addictive for the family as it was for Sophie, and when any of the other kids were home, they’d stand around happily watching and commenting as Sophie snapped away at the water, Dave whipping the hose around for more time than might have been strictly necessary.


The Griffiths realized that Sophie, unlike Jordy, was a sucker for water. In Jordy’s prime, Dave only had to grab the hose and Jordy was out of there. Jan would look out the kitchen window and spot her, curled in the hole behind the Brazilian cherry with her head resting over the edge. She could stay there for hours, even long after Dave had put the hose away. Anything to avoid the water.


But Sophie promised to be a water dog right from her early days. Even at two months old, she took to the hose with no prompting and provided hours of pride-provoking entertainment for the Griffiths. Her fascination with snapping at the stream, while an endearing enthusiasm, didn’t quite extend to the swimming pool, though. Luke never tried to throw Sophie in, the way he had with Jordy, but she would always be anxious when the family was in the pool. She’d run around the red decking, occasionally barking, watching every move. She could camp by the edge of the pool for hours, standing then sitting then lying, while Bridget and her friends messed around in there. They’d throw her the tennis ball or splash her, or Bridget would swim to the edge for a kiss and Sophie would put her nose to Bridget’s and lick her gently. All the while, Sophie would quietly guard. She appeared to have one eye on the action at all times. Bridget felt as though her cuddly pup was ready to jump in at the first sign of any trouble. Her whole attitude expressed, hey, be careful in there.
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