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This poem sums up what we feared, for endless days around Christmas 2011. It might have 

been her last lament, but it wasn’t……thank dog! 

 

The Last Battle 

If it should be that I grow frail and weak,  

And pain should keep me from my sleep,  

Then will you do what must be done, 

For this — the last battle — can't be won. You will be sad I understand, 

But don't let grief then stay your hand, For on this day, more than the rest, 

Your love and friendship must stand the test. We have had so many happy years, 

You wouldn't want me to suffer so. When the time comes, please, let me go. 

Take me to where to my needs they'll tend, Only, stay with me till the end 

And hold me firm and speak to me Until my eyes no longer see. 

I know in time you will agree It is a kindness you do to me. 

Although my tail its last has waved, 

From pain and suffering I have been saved. Don't grieve that it must be you 

Who has to decide this thing to do; 

We've been so close — we two — these years, 

Don't let your heart hold any tears.  

 

Unknown author 



 

Chapter 1: She’d only been for a walk 

Come on Bonnie! Up! Up! 

What’s wrong with Bonnie? 

 

As I write, four years after those words were said, the memories are clear but less traumatic, so I 

feel ready to put them down. 

Back in 2011 and just in from work, mind on other things, looking forward to the welcome from 

Bonnie, my mind begins a fearful journey. 

She doesn’t seem to be able to stand. She’s just back from a walk with Andy. She just sat down on 

the path. Then somehow got into the hall and lay down.Has she been hurt? Did she fall? Has she 

cried? No? What can it be? 

We didn’t go straight to the vet. It was already dark and stormy. We talked and talked and 

waited till morning. Let her rest we thought. Maybe she’ll recover? We knew nothing. 

She lay in the hall. Kirsty, my wife, lay in the lounge on the sofa with door open, me upstairs in 

bed, both sleeping only fitfully, both incubating fear like a demon growing in our guts. Already 

the journey in my mind had gone all the way to a painful end, euthanasia or ‘putting down’. The 

thought pierced my heart and I retreated back to a safer place in the story where hope still 



 

resided. What’s wrong with her? I don’t know enough anatomy to think clearly. If she can’t use 

her back legs, is it the legs that are injured? The spinal cord controls them. What if 

she’s paralysed there? Paralysed, what an awful word! It’s an unbearable word to think never 

mind say, an unfeeling word? No need to think that…yet….is there? Maybe it’s something minor 

like an infection or even some kind of fractured bone? Let it be something that can be fixed. Yes, 

that’s it. She’ll be alright. We’ll take her to the vet first thing. At worst there’ll be an 

operation and then recovery. Think that way. Keep thinking that way. 

In the morning, she’s the same, Unable to get up yet placid and apparently feeling no pain. We 

dress quickly. With Andy, my son, I carry her to the front grass to rest for a few moments as I 

prepare the car for maximum comfort. She’s only a dog? Who says so? On the grass she rolls back, 

my son tries to push her back and she bites! She never bites! Never, ever bites. She’s the most-

gentle and loving of dogs. It must have really hurt where she was pushed. My son runs for the 

house, cursing. She’s drawn a little blood and left two or three incisor dents. Much less damage 

than she could’ve have done but more than she’s ever done before. I ask him to help me lift her 

into the car. 

I’ll take the end that doesn’t bite! 

 

Andy shakes his hand and grimaces, the pain greater with the shock of a first bite. We get her in 

the car onto a mat and with a pillow for her head. She’s just a dog? So? We pile in the car and 

drive the short distance to the local vet. 

While I drive, it’s time you pictured her. Beautiful, she’s just beautiful but you guessed that, didn’t 

you? She’s a white retriever with an overlong nose, the breeder said on the day we got her, and a 

bit too full-figured, the vet said, more recently. She has jet black eyes with white lashes and a big 

black nose like a beautiful clown. Her look draws out your heart. Upright she’s soft and a bit 

hangdog. When she sees a friend she rises up, proud head and flag tail like a heraldic lion. Lying on 

her back, playing, her ears point up and her fangs show, like a wolf from the frozen north. Thick 

white fur that casts constantly and wears out vacuum cleaners and a black spot on her tongue that 

others of her breed seem to share – what an animal to live with you! See her now? Impressive, 

eh?  

In the narrow car park, I squeeze into a space. My wife goes ahead to prepare a route. I open the 



 

back door of the car and pet her while we wait. The kids gather round tentatively. 

What will they do dad? Don’t let them put her down dad! Make them fix it! Don’t worry. She’ll be fine. 

She just needs to be checked 

I grip my fear tight and feign confidence and optimism for them but she’s there, limp in the back 

legs and trusting me with those eyes. Andy and I carry her along a narrow alleyway to a side door 

and straight into a room where a young female vet stands. I try to read her eyes for first 

impressions – inscrutable. She examines Bonnie and asks questions. Did we know what had 

happened? No. She feels the spine and detects the problem. She talks aloud the possibilities, her 

brows furrowing as she expands. She warns us it may be bad. ‘Bad’ - there’s a word, another one. 

How bad? My mind races wildly to the worst kind of bad, the end. Looking back, this is where I 

began the defence. I know where she’s going. I know some would begin to let go now. She can’t 

walk. If it’s spinal damage she probably won’t walk again. It would be ‘no life for a dog’, they’ll say. 

‘They’. We’ll meet them again in the days to come. She offers an x-ray. As one, Kirsty and I agree. 

We don’t hear the price. Kirsty stays with her and I take Andy and Anna out to the car to wait. 

It’s a slipped disc and probably there’s also damage to the spinal cord. The x-ray can only confirm 

the first bit, but the paralysis suggests the other, terrifying, probability. She may never walk 

again, I repeat in my head. 

Can we get an operation? Could she still recover? You’d have to go the University Vet School in 

Glasgow. I can tell them you’re coming.OK, we’ll just go now. Please get directions for us. I know 

Glasgow well, I’ll find it. 

We drive anxiously, through the town and out onto the motorway, heading North for Glasgow. I 

try not to speed. In a film, of course, sympathetic police motorcyclists would escort us through 

the traffic sirens wailing. Although, only around 40 miles in total, it takes more than an hour 

because the second half threads through the City, over bridges, through a tunnel and endless 

junctions with traffic lights. It also seems a bit convoluted if you’re not a regular traveller in the 

City. 

 

The Vet School and Hospital of Glasgow University is on the far side of the City as you begin to 

enter the suburbia of Bearsden. The turning comes up, suddenly but I make the turn reasonable 

smoothly, I think. Not everyone in the car agrees. 



 

‘Dad, be careful, Bonnie is rolling! OK, OK, I’m trying my best…..and I’m really tense.’  

Much is expected of us Dads, sigh. 

 

 

Chapter 2: Beginning the Search for recovery 

 

That’s no life for a dog. You’ve got to be cruel to be kind. Do her a favour... 

 

The ideas rush round my head. Mostly I feel I know what to do, what the right thing to do will 

be, but now I’m confused. I see both sides clearly. It will be less of a life for her. But then, we 

keep people alive with far greater disabilities than she may have. 

What disabilities will she have? The vet has suggested paralysis of the back legs. The idea of 

wheels flashes through. Would that work with a big dog? Will it be possible with her particular 

injury? So many uncertainties, so few answers yet. Must keep my mind on the road! 

No one so far has suggested that keeping her will be selfish, but I feel sure some will. I can guess 

who. Judgemental ‘know-it-all’s’ I’ve already met will, I suspect, patronise me. Even now, I feel 

anger rise. I’m sure this will be part of the story ahead of me. 

But, back to the present, the sharp, meaningful present where only one thing matters – Bonnie 

must live!   We arrive at the Vet School and Hospital of Glasgow University. In a parkland campus 

with expensive-looking buildings, it shouts ‘experience, quality……..and money!’ We park as close 

as we can, and Kirsty goes inside to get directions. We wait with Bonnie, trying to reassure her 

but probably having the opposite effect - ‘why are they all fussing over me at once? What’s going 

on? Where are we? Still, why can’t I walk?’ 

My mind races ahead. I’m an optimist by nature butthis is testing me. Will we soon hear those dread 

words - ‘Sorry but’? If they say ‘sorry’, we’ll know instantly. No other words will be needed but then 

they’ll say what they always say – ‘there’s nothing we can do for her’. Stop! Don’t think that. It’s too 

soon. They’re experts here. Who knows what they can do, ‘these days.’ 

Two nurses come out with a trolley and lift her on. We walk alongside into the building, all of us 



 

attempting to reassure her. She’s probably thinking now – ‘What the hell is going on!’ 

As we enter, I look at the fittings, the furniture, the heavy doors, and I think…’money’ and that 

reminds me. Maybe I should’ve mentioned this before, but she’s not insured. I’m an optimist 

remember? I don’t know how much it’s going to cost but I get an idea quite soon. We meet the 

surgeon. He’s a young Mexican but quite different from my stereotype image of a Mexican. He’s 

much slower speaking than Speedy Gonzalez and seems to be sending early signals of his 

pessimism about Bonnie’s prospects – ‘We may not succeed.’ He’s been through this before and 

tell us of previous owners who have given up before major obstacles, unnamed as yet, but I’m 

thinking more negatively now. The young surgeon examines her in a side room and quickly 

decides what to do. 

‘We need to do a full scan. It will be £800. Is that what you want to do?’ Just like that. 

I don’t know if he sees my Adam’s apple bob up and down but I insist quickly that he go ahead. If the 

scan is £800, the surgery will be…thousands? She’s not insured, and we don’t have thousands to 

hand. We’ll need to get a loan. We’ll just have to. No problem? The rest of the family, I guess, have 

not thought about the likely cost. I’ll tell them later. 

 

We wait for thirty minutes or so, telling each other confidently that he will fix her. She might 

have a long recovery period, but she’ll walk again. She’s not even eight yet, for goodness sake. 

He emerges with the printouts and we don’t need to be experts to see what’s wrong. Her spine 

looks like a damaged dry-stane dyke with three or four vertebrae shifted and crumbling. A 

slipped disc has pressed on the spinal-cord and caused partial paralysis, maybe temporary, 

maybe not. 

As I look at the image, my mind flashes back to Bonnie as a young dog and her ‘sexy’ walk. She 

walked with a wiggle starting just where the disc has slipped. At the time I wondered if it mattered 

but after years of other dog-walkers having a gentle laugh at her, I let it go. It seems to make 

perfect but disturbing sense now. Was that evidence of the kind of effects of inbreeding in 

pedigree dogs I’d read about? We knew cross-breeds tended to be healthier, but we wanted a 

breed with predictable behaviour, for Anna, who was only four at the time, so we thought of a 

retriever. It still makes me a bit angry, even now, four years later. 



 

Back to the present, as it was then. The surgeon is making things very clear to us, as they do 

in serious cases like this. 

‘We can operate. At best, she has a 50:50 chance of walking again. She might not walk again, and 

she is likely to be incontinent, either way. It will cost around £5 000 for the surgery with maybe 

more costs for aftercare. Do you want to proceed? Think carefully. I’ll leave you for a few minutes.’ 

 

‘No, go ahead’, I say quickly. No one contradicts me, but he has one more warning. If she is 

incontinent and that’s quite likely, we’ll have to learn to express her bladder twice a day. It’s not 

easy and some people can never get the hang of it, he says. The nurses will teach me, but it will 

be a life or death matter for Bonnie. He had me and the family worried, I’ll admit, but we were 

determined. As it turned out, I have a special talent for expressing dogs’ bladders. Who would 

have guessed? I don’t just enjoy taking the piss out of (deserving) people! 

I’m taken to see the accounting department where I sign up for treatment estimated at £6 

000……which I don’t have. They take Bonnie off to be prepared for surgery the next day. We set 

off for home in the car. While everyone talks about their hopes for the next day to be successful, I 

ponder the cost. Near the end of the 50 minute drive….eureka, I have it! The mortgage is less than 

the value of the house, so the building society will let us add the cost on to the mortgage and we 

can pay it off later. Brilliant and I’m still a young thing, well 60 years young that is, so plenty of 

time to pay it off, eh? 

 

Chapter 3: The day after the operation and Christmas in the Hospital 

 

We drive up again to see Bonnie after she comes round. ‘Here she is!’ Two tiny nurses run behind her 

holding a harness as she charges, wailing with joy, for …………my wife. Hey, Bonnie, who’s getting the 

cash to pay for this? It is a little sadness for me that Bonnie seems to hold me in high regard and 

respects my will, but she clearly loves my wife above all. The only compensation, for me, is that she 

doesn’t always do what my wife asks her to do but the quietest of words from me and she obeys 

instantly. I speak, and she stops whining instantly and turns her head to look at me submissively. I 

know that look and what it means to both of us. He’s the boss, he’ll protect me. She clearly thinks, 



 

wrongly, that I’m the leader of the pack. 

They let her lie down on a mat. She has a catheter fitted and a big shaved area on her back but 

when she ran toward us she was 99.9% the same dog. We all stroke and talk to her for a few 

minutes before the nurses update us on Bonnie’s general condition. She’s on painkillers and was 

quite dopey until she heard our voices and then, immediately, launched herself forward dragging 

the nurses behind her and leaving them struggling to hold the back-end up. She slept well, the 

previous night, after charming all the nurses with her loveable long-nosed, coal-eyed beauty. 

The surgeon arrives and tells us the operation went smoothly but that we must wait now to see if 

the feeling returns to her legs. He tells us that, at best, it may be a month or six weeks before 

feeling returns, if it ever does – 50:50 remember? With him is a trainee surgeon. She’s a young 

woman from San Sebastian in the Basque Country in Northern Spain and like the surgeon she’s 

quiet and calm. I suppose surgeons from Latin countries need to be calm just like those in 

Scotland or, maybe, living here, in the rain, has made them dour like us? 

She’ll have to stay in to recuperate for another week or £1 000 as I call it. After some time with her, 

we’re sent away. When the catheter is taken out a few weeks later, the wee nurse will show me how 

to express her bladder…the dog’s bladder, not the nurse’s bladder, behave! As it turns out, that day 

will, strangely, be one of the best of my life. 

 

The previous day, even before the operation had been carried out, the Vet School’s finance 

department had lifted £6 000 out of our account, just like that? Luckily, our building society had 

transferred £10 000 into the account, only hours before and added the same to the mortgage. 

We’d been paying that for 30 years after one of those failed endowment policies many of us were 

persuaded to take out in the booming 1980’s. Easy come, easy go, eh? 

Back in the car and down to Ayr, we head, kind of elated. Having seen her in such good spirits after 

a big operation, we’ve started to expect the best. Maybe 50:50 odds are not so bad, after all. All 

this expense in a high-quality vet hospital is bound to give her a chance, if anything could, isn’t it? I 

think doing something stops us thinking negative thoughts. The bright, impressive building, the 

skilled young surgeon and the bubbly, laughing nurses all create an atmosphere which drives bad 

feelings out. Surely the odds are moving in our favour now? Only the surgeon’s reserved tone of 



 

voice and facial expression (lack of) remind us to be cautious. He’s a Mexican! Why isn’t he 

jumping up and down, blowing a trumpet and shouting excitedly, like Speedy Gonzales, ‘ARRIBA, 

ARRIBA’? 

‘It’ll be lonely this Christmas without you to hold.’ 

 

Bonnie’s week of recuperation takes us over the Christmas and New Year holidays. The nurses ask 

us not to visit until we can collect her because she reacts so badly to being left after any visit. 

Writing that sentence, four years later, I can still feel the echo of emptiness inside. I’ll leave you to 

imagine how we felt. We get telephone updates from the surgeon which Kirsty tends to take. She 

comes off dispirited because he is never upbeat. Bonnie is stable, well and eating. So, no surprise 

there is there? There is no early sign of feeling returning to the legs. If it is to come it could take 

months the surgeon reassures us but his tone of voice is careful, restrained and a wee bit ominous 

as if he expects some kind of failure in our ability to cope with a disabled dog. He has seen 

previous failures where owners are not physically strong enough to lift a heavy dog nor could they 

express its bladder. Not being able to express the bladder is of course a matter of life or death for 

the dog. If the bladder overfills it can burst and kill the animal in a very unpleasant and painful 

way. Imagine if you are small or weak and are desperately trying to empty a full bladder but 

cannot. Panic sets in and success becomes more unlikely. It’s too late to take the dog to the vet. 

How would you sleep? What might happen in the future if you just cannot get the hang of it, if 

there is no one in your extended family nearby? I’m an optimist by nature but I must accept the 

possibility I will find it difficult. I’ll cross that barrier when I have to…in a few weeks. 

Feeling sure we’ve seen something like them, we look for wheels for disabled dogs online and 

find them quickly. As it turns out the surgeon knows all about them and has a preferred supplier – 

‘Doggone Wheels!’ They’re US-based but with a supplier in England, who imports the wheels. 

On that surge of optimism, we ask the surgeon to get a set of wheels, measured for her. Even if 

she does walk again, the wheels will give her a life in the weeks and months before then. He calls 

back with the price, £240. Is that all? After the cost of the surgery, it seems nothing, and we ask 

him to go ahead so that she can get up on her feet as soon as possible. 

New Year’s Day passes slowly but we will collect her in a few days. We’ve come too far to fail 

now…..surely? 



 

 

Chapter 4: Bonnie comes home and I learn to run holding a catheter 

 

What a welcome, we get. The whole place is in uproar as she barks and wails after hearing our 

voices. We walk into her bay to a riot of noise and movement as she struggles up onto her front 

legs and reaches for my wife, Kirsty. Does she think of Kirsty as her mum or big sister? Who knows 

what she feels for Kirsty, but it seems mighty strong. We all bend to touch her. The pack leader 

(me!) ‘shooshes’ and she quietens for a few seconds, looking passively in my direction. I’m clearly 

to be the serious, responsible leader and manager of finances. Inside my head, I’m still the Goons 

and Monty Python fan, the Who and Small Faces fan in the mod suit and then the hippy with 

purple velvet inserts in his Levi’s. Those characters will need to sit quiet in the back of my mind 

while ‘the Daddy’ (said in a deep gruff New York voice) does this business. 

The nurses, both teeny in bright green uniforms, one Australian and one Scots, demonstrate fitting 

the harness that will allow me to walk her. They lift her at the back, one on either strap, one 

holding the catheter up and she canters off in the direction of the main exit door. They scream 

and shoo her, skidding claws, in the direction of a side-room and let her down on a mat there. She 

gives the biggest of panting, tongue-lolling dog smiles, a bit like the one on the cover. It’s a magic 

moment. She’s clearly elated by the dash and even more so as Kirsty arrives to cuddle her again. 

I calm her down with a few words (who else (whom else?)?) so they can explain the serious 

matter of cleaning and care to minimise the risk of bladder infections. That’s a phrase that we 

will come to know all too well in the years that follow. The nurses explain in some detail the 

emptying and cleaning of the catheter then the fitting of the harness. Now, comes the first 

test. I pick up the harness straps in one hand and lift while one of the nurses holds the 

catheter for me. She walks more slowly this time looking over her shoulder at me. She’s quite 

a weight. Years of treats haven’t helped. The walk goes well, and the nurses are reassured, 

Impressed I’m sure ☺, by my strength. The less impressive limits of my strength are to be 

revealed over the next few weeks. 

So, I pay for the recuperation and care week (another £1200!) and we begin the glorious return to 

Ayr. I walk her out to the car, nurse still carrying the attached catheter, and together we lift her into 



 

the hatchback area and onto her familiar, padded and mildly whiffy, mat. Again, her face is full of 

happiness. She loves our car now after a short period of fear when we changed it for a different 

model. Now if we’re out somewhere and she hears a frightening noise, she runs to the car before we 

get there and sits at the hatch. The car is officially a ‘people carrier’ but clearly a haven for her. 

I drive home, Andy and Anna lean, contrary to road safety rules, over the back of their seats to 

constantly pet her. Bonnie looks like she’s had too much caffeine…full of life…. a new life, it will 

turn out. 

 

That night, I try our first solo flight down the grass verge opposite the house. It’s a gentle hill, but 

Bonnie sets off like a train. I’m holding both harness straps in my right hand and one of the 

catheter hoses in my left. I’ve got a bad right knee after years of hill descending. The climbing-up 

did no damage, I think, but by taking my load on the way down, from more than 3 000 feet, every 

second weekend, for years, both knees are technically, very dodgy and hurt a bit. So, at the 

bottom of the hill we stop. People are looking. It’s a strange sight I know. A middle-aged man 

running after a two- legged hairy dog and carrying a bag full of pee-pee with tubes attached. It’s a 

sight I’ve never seen before. Nobody approaches. I can see why. Kirsty wasn’t sure about the 

whole thing. She worries about my health. Well actually, she worries what people will think of my 

mental health. 

After a rest we return more slowly up the hill. Bonnie stops to eat grass. She used to do that 

when she was unwell before and then produced the most startling green turds. It’s both cute 

and sad that she thinks she only needs some magic grass to cure paralysis. After only thirty 

minutes, my right arm and shoulder ache badly. I plan to do this twice a day until she recovers. 

Fools rush in….carrying a catheter bag full of piss? 

 

Kirsty empties the catheter bag, washes the connections and reconnects them ( I know, sexist but 

then I am nursing sore arms), Bonnie settles down and we retire for the night, still worried but 

strangely buoyed with optimism. It must be adrenalin. 

 

 

Chapter 5: Exercise and physiotherapy for Bonnie, painkillers for me 



 

 

 

‘Help ma boab, slow down Bonnie!’ 

 

Sorry, non-Scots and posh-Scots readers, I slipped there, in a moment of panic, into the 

vernacular. Yes, there are posh-Scots. You can spot them easily, like tennis ace Andy Murray, 

they say ‘metch’ instead of ‘match’. Oh yes, the vernacular, isn’t a railway track or a ditch that I 

slipped into, it’s common, ‘coorse’, Scots of the kind found in Billy Connelly’s speech, the Broons 

and Oor Wullie cartoons, not to mention all over Scotland’s less genteel ‘bits’. I shouted that 

because as we left the house, next morning, for her second exercise in the harness, with me 

holding the straps in one hand and the catheter tube in the other, she bolted like a racehorse 

and I staggered after, praying that I wouldn’t fall on my face, with a urine-filled tube wrapped 

around my neck. Worse still, what if the harness straps snap and I fall, face-first into the trailing, 

bursting, catheter bag? I’d probably swear. 

We reach the bottom of the hill and Bonnie stops for another dose of medicinal grass. I catch my 

breath, rest my arm and think. A bit late, the thinking, you might be thinking. I have it. Eureka? 

Well no, I think that’s the dog poo the exciting run has brought on. 

Next time I’ll put her lead on to slow her down. However, with both hands fully tied-up we have a 

problem. I can’t hold it in the hand with the catheter tube because the latter would get nipped. I 

can’t hold it in the hand with the two harness straps because they’re barely coping with the load 

and the pace as it is. Later, I try fixing it to my trouser belt-loops. You’ve guessed? 

 

They’re not strong enough, they tear free and she’s off again, trailing the lead and the, luckily well-

sealed catheter. Finally, I loop the lead round the wrist of my left hand with the catheter tube and 

it kind of works. The strain on the wrist just adds to the other strains and I wish I hadn’t 



 

abandoned that bull-worker forty years ago. I suppose a bigger loop on the lead and I could put 

it round my neck? I didn’t. Even I know where that could 

lead, A&E. 

 

The next bit is easier. Back inside, she lies on a mat, and I begin the physiotherapy, demonstrated 

in the vet hospital. It’s kind of like those things you see football physios do for cramp. I hold her 

rear paws, one at a time and push and pull her legs. Ten times for each exercise and then repeat 

on the other leg. I play soothing music, - Erik Satie’s piano piece for gymnasts. It was the theme 

music for the TV drama, Bouquet of Barbed Wire, which only older readers will remember. Either 

way, listen to it on Youtube as you read. It was very soothing but not enough for my growing 

pains. Looking on the bright side, I’m going to become ‘built’ around the shoulder and biceps…just 

on the one side, mind you. 

We do the physio, all of us, so she gets several sessions a day. As we manipulate, we pray for a 

reaction, even just a little muscular twitch. Suddenly her tail pops up! I call the family. 

‘She moved her tail. It’s working!’ 

 

Everyone gathers round. She rewards us with a full raise of the tail followed quickly, by three well-

rounded poos. It’s just a reflex movement, it turns out. What a disappointment. This reflex pooing 

without awareness, without stopping, will become another interesting feature of wheel-based 

walkies in the future. 

 

We do the physiotherapy for a week before the next trip to the vet hospital. The wheels have 

arrived, in Glasgow, from the USA, manufactured by the ‘Doggone Wheels’ Company and 

imported to somewhere in England before travelling to Glasgow. Now, doggone if that ain’t 

special pardner? 

On the same day, the catheter will come off and I’ll be trained in the expression of a dog’s 

bladder – my dad would’ve been so proud, I’m sure. Never mind the academic qualifications. 

Most people have some of those, these days, but I might be able to take the piss out of a dog 

and aim it into a basin? Now there’s a skill. I better concentrate on the training day. I cannot fail 



 

in this ultimate challenge of manhood. 

 

Chapter 6: The wheels arrive, the second life begins and I learn to take the 

piss out of a dog 

 

 

 

The feeling in her legs hasn’t come back after days of determined leg-pulling for Bonnie. We’ve 

returned to the vet hospital so that I can learn to express her bladder. After that, if all goes well, 

we’ll get the wheels and see if she copes with them. I’m pretty anxious but determined it will go 

well. I haven’t been drinking…. since last night, that is. My wife drove up to Glasgow in case I 

wasn’t yet legal. 

The two wee nurses bring her in again, or rather she brings them in, to the side room. There, one 

holds her rear- end up in the harness while the other straddles her, facing toward the tail. I watch 

carefully as she leans in and shows me where to position my fists and how to squeeze the well-

hidden bladder. It’s like a balloon they say and should be quite full this morning, so it will be easier 

to trigger the action, so to speak. OK, here goes. I straddle her, lean forward, looking at her tail 

and the waiting basin. I probe for the bladder through her fur and muscle, not feeling at all sure 

where it is. So, I think, I’ll just squeeze and see what happens. She is full! I squeeze, her tail lifts 

and she pees past the basin and against the wall, with some force! Eureka again, I think. The 

nurses cheer and jump up and down as if I’d scored a goal. I’m elated. I clearly have a flair for this. 

Who’d a thunk, eh? 



 

To this day, in 2015, Kirsty and the two kids struggle to take the piss out of the dog. She has to be 

really full for them. The nurses tell me that this was one of the reasons the surgeon was so 

pessimistic with us. Previous dog-owners just couldn’t get it, with tragic consequences for them 

and their dog. I’m not usually very good at physical things so this is pure magic. Should I advertise? 

Only biddable bitches please. I have seen a video of people expressing a male Jack Russell Terrier, 

like a water pistol, but I don’t fancy doing that to a male of any breed….. or species! 

One barrier surmounted, we go straight on to see the wheels. They’ve been assembled and are 

ready in another room. We walk her there, lighter by half a litre of pee-pee, and set her down. 

The nurses put on the special harnesses, upper and lower body, and clip her into place. The clips 

are just like the ones on rucksacks. The two surgeons watch impassively. Some dogs resist and 

turn to try and bite the frame. How will Bonnie react? 

They clip her in and stand back. As she takes a first step forward, the automatic door to the 

corridor slides open and she instantly dashes for the opening, leaving nurses in her wake, again. 

Bonnie, watch your wheels! My wheels? What wheels? Then, the door to the outside world slides 

open and she heads for that too. I’m off home! We dash after her and stop her heading for the 

main road back to Ayr. She doesn’t even look round at the frame or the wheels. She just seems so 

excited to be up and running. She doesn’t seem to care how it was achieved. Wonderful! We’re all 

just as elated and there’s much cheering again from the nurses. The nurses, I think, will see a lot of 

sad endings at other times but this gleeful episode has clearly made their day too. 

We take her back in to be checked over, I pay again, and we’re off for a walk on the nearby 

parkland before getting her into the car and returning home, cock-a- hoop. We live on a hill, so 

we’re uncertain how she will cope with that. As it turns out, uphill is quite hard work for her and 

we have to push at the back. Downhill however is more horse and cart-style as she canters freely, 

wheels bouncing behind her, to meet old friends, dogs and humans. We soon learn to hold her 

back, before she crushes human feet and small dogs under her wheels. She’s like Celtic Queen, 

Boudicca’s hound, charging into to battle on a chariot. 

 

We keep the physiotherapy up for weeks after this, but the wheels have given her back the 

experience she loved most, walking and sniffing and, most of all, meeting people. We’ll discover 

that being disabled will actually draw people to her and paradoxically, improve her life in some 



 

ways. She’s about to become a celebrity though we don’t know it yet. 

We all sleep well that night after a day of stress and achievements. Bonnie seems ready for bed 

too. I dream of expressing animals. What’s my range, I wonder? I’d better not express the 

neighbour’s cat…. or the neighbour for that matter. They might not appreciate the help no matter 

how skilled I might be. 

Time slows down for us now with the routine of physiotherapy and the difficult walking exercise. I 

return to work and am distracted a bit from these events. For the first time, we begin to talk about 

her before the accident, now able to reminisce a bit. During the ‘emergency’, fear of her death 

hung over us but now we seem to have drawn strength from being able to overcome some of the 

challenges. Other than in her legs, she recovered well from the operation, and has her appetite 

fully back. She seems in good fettle, distracted I think from her injury by the extra kindness and 

attention she is getting. I think she even enjoys the physiotherapy which we all have a go at. 

At this point, we still think she might recover fully and walk again. More than one of us dreams of 

it. Four years later, in December 2015, I dreamed again of her casually walking by me, in a dream 

mostly about other things. It was only when I woke that I realised what had happened and it 

tugged my heart. Though there is much more to hear of her second life, as advertised on the 

cover, this seems a good time to tell the story of her first, more pedestrian, life. Read on, please. 

 

Chapter 7: Back eight years to Bonnie’s first life 

 

 

Bonnie with the influential Olly and Jacks in 2015 

 

It’s 2003. We stand in the field opposite the house on a bright warm and breezy spring day, in the 



 

West of Scotland. I’ve been flying a kite with Anna, who’s four years old. Anna was a surprise as 

they say. We were 44 and 48 years old when she arrived. She already has three big brothers, from 

8 to 15 years at the time of her birth, who were more like uncles, so maybe she is a wee bit 

spoiled? Our beloved cat, Frisky (not my choice of name) had died recently after nearly 16 years 

and Anna is pushing for a dog, every day. In her first four years, there were hamsters, a gecko, 

rabbits and a cat. Suddenly two dogs appear right beside us in the field. 

Full-grown but still puppies, Olly and Jacks bound up to us with a big show of affection and a 

desire to play. They’re golden retrievers and that will be important, as you’ve probably guessed. 

Sadly, at the time of writing (2015), Olly has passed away at the age of 13 but back then we all 

fall for their charms and I join Anna’s campaign to get a dog, as finance director. 

The discussion that evening is brief. Kirsty usually likes to take her time over what is, I admit, an 

important decision but Olly and Jacks have walked all over our thoughts. It’ll be a retriever but, for 

Kirsty, it has to be a white one. We scour the papers for signs of white retriever pups for sale. For 

a common breed, there are, surprisingly, none nearby but we spot some around 70 miles away in 

South-West Scotland and plan to visit the following weekend. Kirsty phones and makes an 

appointment to visit on the Saturday afternoon. 

On the day, somewhat excited, we head off and find the breeder quite easily. The mother, father 

and grandmother (of the puppies) are all there with the ten of them! You can imagine the glorious 

furry, chubby bundles rolling all over each other yapping in high voices and chewing any flesh they 

can get their little teeth into. Some are already promised to other buyers but two of the females 

are still available. They’re together, the stronger with a toothy neck-grip on the other one. I lift the 

submissive one out straightaway and explain why she needs our protection from her bossy sister. 

Kirsty and Anna want a female anyway and it’s quickly a done deal. As we stand there, I realise 

that ‘dad’ has inserted his long nose into my half-open hand in a form of greeting. The adults are 

lovely. The dogs, that is. Who remembers the breeder and his family? 

We stay for some time chatting and getting advice as first-time puppy-owners then carry her to 

the car. She lies between Kirsty and Anna on the back seat, wrapped in a blanket that had been 

rubbed on her mother’s fur. It takes nearly two hours and she doesn’t stir, sleeping most of the 

way. We should have known then that she would be one of life’s watchers rather than a mad, run- 



 

around, doer, chasing a ball all day. Who, in their right mind, would do that kind of thing? Back 

home, she’s introduced to the house, her basket and the food supply. The latter needs no 

explanation for the tiny Bonnie.  

Later that day, my smelly trainers, often left on the back step for reasons of public health and 

safety, develop a new and surprising function as comforters and pillows. She settles into a 

comfortable position on the back step, in the prevailing cool breeze from the South-West and 

shoves her snout into the dark and ripe hollow. This is an early sign of her preference for the 

‘seasoned’ as opposed to the ‘fresh.’ The delights of dog’s bottoms, dead fish, tripe and dried 

horse droppings are still to be revealed to her. 

 

 

‘Mmmm what is that lovely aroma, Dad?’ 

 

So, begins several weeks of fun and games, eating and toilet training not to mention (don’t mention 

it!) jags. She’s still relatively weak, plump and unsteady on her feet, so as she develops, we have the 

priceless once in a lifetime show of running, rolling, tumbling, yapping and face-pulling. It’s the 

funniest show in town. All puppy owners have seen it and, these days, have recorded it. 

Once she has had all the jags and she’s grown quite dramatically, though she’s still only months old, 

it’s time to explore. First, it’s the back garden, on a slope, designed for rolling. In her early gallops 

down the hill, any attempt to turn or stop results in a side roll or a forward roll followed by a very 

brief moment of puzzled, ruffled and breathless, hesitation before she shoots of again. In a few 

weeks, all of the balls are burst and many of the plants have been turned into nests for sitting in 

between the action. There’s a bit of toothy grabbing of trouser cuffs and hands if the rough-and-

tumble gets too much but she soon learns to stop this. I knew when I picked her out she was timid, 

and I get the first sign of the power of my voice. One word from me and she stops instantly and looks 

at me. It doesn’t work for the other humans so easily. I have an unfamiliar sense of authority which I 



 

will learn to regret. 

 

One of Bonnie’s many nests 

 

Now, we cross into the field opposite the house, where we were first inspired by Olly and Jacks. 

We will meet them again but her first pals are to be Cody and Monty. Cody is only months older 

but much taller, an English Pointer, and Monty is a middle-aged chubby black Labrador. They are 

to be her main company in the early days of quite short walks. Cody loves to box with her while 

Monty is content with circular bottom-sniffing bouts. This is the beginning of my observations and 

guessing the reasons for dog names. My nerdy tendencies mean that I look for meaning where, 

sometimes, owners just liked the sound of a name. I think Cody must be named after Buffalo Bill 

Cody and Monty after World-War II Field Marshall Montgomery. ‘Who?’ Both owners respond. 

‘We just liked the sound of Cody.’ 

‘He’s named after the film, the Full Monty.’ 

 

I don’t give up and impress the owners of Dexter (Jack Russell) and Bonham (German Rough-

haired Pointer), later in the story. Dexter is a TV pathologist psychopath who kills only 

psychopathic criminals. It’s a meme, a concept repeated in the dog-centred and astoundingly 

bloody, ‘7 Psychopaths’ film with Woody Harrelson. John Bonham was the drummer in Led 

Zeppelin and the only member with a dog-able (Maybe the wrong term?) name. I can’t imagine 

shouting Page, Plant or Paul Jones after a dog. From that period (late 60s to early 70s), I always 

think the best dog-name would have been, still is today, Hendrix! 

There’s only one sign of any problems as she gains weight and muscle not to mention martial 

art skills boxing with Cody. Number 1 son, Iain arrives with his girlfriend and her King Charles 

Spaniel. I forget his name, but it turns out ‘Wuss’ would have been apposite. He’s middle-aged 



 

and podgie, the Spaniel, not my son! Bonnie takes to him instantly and begins mad circling 

gallops around the garden with several sudden direction changes. The spaniel plods around the 

middle of the garden looking, at times, wary of Bonnie acting more bull than Bonnie. Steaming 

up the garden in a straight line, she forgets where he is, on her left, and makes a sudden left-

turn. Not seeing him, she tramples him thoroughly. He howls and dashes straight into the 

house never to return. It has been a crushing experience for the spaniel and no amount of 

cajoling will persuade him to return to the caresses of Bonnie the Dominatrix! In the years to 

follow she maintains a fondness for the breed, but I take care she does not go on to break more 

bones than hearts. 

The walk in the field becomes as routine as does meeting her pals, Cody and Monty. New 

acquaintances arrive in the field over a period of around three months before we feel she can go 

further and join Cody on his trip to experience the thrills of the riverbank walk. Love interests 

seemed few in those early days. Typically, she’d snarl at any amorous or intimate approaches by 

males, even the mighty ‘Tyson’, a huge, black, long- haired German Shepherd she encountered by 

the river (more later) got the same bad-tempered snarl as any scruffy wee terrier did. Tyson is a 

handsome beast who feels free to rise and to put his paws on my shoulders while grinning at me 

wolfishly, and devilishly for that matter, his fangs inches from my face. Bonnie and he would 

make lovely puppies, to my mind, but clearly not to hers. 

Enter Sam, an aging, overweight, arthritic and sometimes limping, Black Labrador. We meet him in 

the field opposite the house and it’s a fast-burning, raging, love affair out of nowhere. Within 

seconds, they are dancing and boxing round each other making loud huffing, snorting noises and 

attempting to mount each other. She tries to mount him, from either direction, both thrust with 

their pelvises, mostly at fresh-air and with no real contact. After twenty minutes of this, Sam 

collapses happily, his tongue lolling. The younger Bonnie circles barking and giving him sideways 

flirty looks. He’ll have another go once he’s recovered from his exertions. 

In another area, she meets Paddy and she’s interested but he’s even more knackered than Sam, 

has become a complete food obsessive and so is a disappointment to sex-mad Bonnie. Again, 

Paddy is chubby, arthritic and getting on, so very fancy-able for Bonnie but it comes to very little 

in the end.  Sadly, all three black Labs, the loveable Monty, Sam and Paddy, have passed on after 

limping, heavily medicated, through their last years. I liked them a lot too. You do have to wonder 



 

about inbreeding. There will be other flirtatious encounters but nearly always with Labs and 

commonly with black ones. Who knows why? 

As for humans, a pattern of preference appears quite early. Nearly all women, some older girls 

and a few older men become objects of desire and she whimpers to reach them and to circle 

them, seeking attention. Few children are of any interest and some men seem to be a bit 

intimidating. None of the criteria we might apply to decide on the beauty or handsomeness of a 

human being seem to apply for Bonnie. She sees (smells?) something other than classic good 

looks in the form of symmetry, clear skin, big eyes or flashing teeth to prefer, often, the balding, 

squint-eyed, bandy-legged and buck-toothed, inner beauties of our world. I don’t look like that by 

the way. I’m handsome, of course, outside and inside. Ask anyone. 

 

She doesn’t often take an instant dislike to people but when she does, it’s often quite surprising. 

For example, one couple we’ve known for about 30 years, who seem warm and funny to us, 

whose children know ours and who have had a series of dogs, are both instantly rejected. They sit 

together on a settee and she won’t go near them. She sits leaning against me, staring and 

growling quietly. She stops growling but only for seconds after I tell her to ssshhh. They speak to 

her in the usually effective baby voices but she’s having none of it. When they stand to leave, she 

bolts for the far end of the corridor and barks anxiously. Now who is wrong here? Is she just being 

stupidly neurotic about nice people or does she know more than we do? Are they, secretly, 

murderous psychopaths waiting to come out and kill everyone they know. Nearly two years later, 

nothing has happened so ‘well done’ to the two of them for controlling their urges. 

Looking back, this kind of hostility is so rare that we forget she is capable of it all. Day-after-day, as 

we walk she meets all forms of humanity. Some of them scare me a bit at first sight but then turn 

out to be no more than ‘unusually presented.’ Often, they are people ‘with problems in living’ as I 

once read them described quite kindly in a book on mental health problems. The book, influenced, 

I think, by the famously eccentric Glasgow psychiatrist and experimenter in a kind of hippy 

treatment, RD Laing, argued that these people were the victims of a ‘mad world’, where you 

cannot please everyone, and which made a sane life hard to live. He was writing before the full 

harshness of contemporary turbo-capitalism or globalisation as it is called today, was upon us, so I 

think his ideas probably make even more sense now. If you read the ‘Spirit Level’ book, you’ll see 

that the more unequal a country is the more problems they have with all sorts of things like 



 

suicide, crime and violence but also with the level of reported mental health conditions. Britain, 

very unequal, has twice the level of mental health problems as the more equal Scandinavian 

countries do. 

One solution is clearly to have more equality, but another help would be hundreds of disabled 

dogs trundling round our towns and cities. I say this because, regardless of their problems with 

living, something about a disabled dog just melts away the social barriers and these people come 

forward and ask about her. Then, as I explain, they stay for quite a while, relaxed by the situation 

in all its unambiguous clarity of meaning, asking more questions and telling of themselves and the 

dogs they have known. You couldn’t bottle it but if you could. 

 

Chapter 8: Bonnie’s tales of the riverbank. 

 

Five months old, still a puppy but now quite big and full of beans, Bonnie seems ready for a longer 

walk and we follow Cody down through the streets to the riverbank. She’s a little unsettled by this 

change of routine but follows Cody and his owner having grown to trust them over the weeks 

before. As we leave the housing estate and arrive by the river, her head, ears and tail are all up 

and she charges after Cody down through the overgrown bank to the river shallows. She paddles 

and splashes after the scarpering ducks. The ducks complain loudly but settle nearby. Bonnie 

cannot contain her joy. She chases them again in a wonderful cacophony of water, barking and 

indignant quacking. Cody, a veteran of the riverbank, an English Pointer and clearly not a water-

loving breed like Bonnie, looks on with disdain. 

 

The ducks have clearly become a bore for him and he watches out for the arrival of his mates. 

With an increasing number of owners and a fabulous mix of dog types, we stroll along the river 

walkway. Bonnie disappears then re-appears, in pursuit of the ducks, chased by the newly arrived 

mutts. There are labs, collies, a lurcher and cross-breeds of all sizes and shapes having the time of 

their lives. 

 

The humans gather in a group of around seven on the school playing-fields, near the river, and the 

dogs, all male bar Bonnie, begin a constant charging, chasing, boxing and mock intercourse on the 



 

grassy expanse. Bonnie comes and sits by me watching the orgy with apparent confusion and an 

early show of preference for human company over that of randy male dogs. I observe the 

‘frolicking’ and remark to the owners: 

‘They copy what they see at home.’ 

 

I pay for this dig, minutes later when Sam, a fox-like Collie/Retriever cross comes up to me. It’s the 

first time so I suspect nothing. At the last moment, he rears up and rams me in the chest with his 

front paws before running off. He repeats the trick with other humans and we all soon learn to be 

ready for him. Sam’s best pal, a young dominant lurcher whose name escapes me now (Caesar, 

Genghis, Tyson?) and he are the main sources of trouble. They mount the more submissive males 

regularly and commonly are first to reach the ball or the Frisbee which they then take into the 

river and drop. 

 

The owners spend a lot of time, pointlessly, trying to persuade them to recover the items. Bonnie 

looks on, utterly disinterested. She will at times, chase a stick but only once followed by its 

immediate crunching to pieces. Thus, begin around seven years of regular Saturday and Sunday 

morning trips to the riverbank. It becomes a real obsessive habit for me because I see how much 

she loves the whole thing by contrast with a walk round the streets. It will only end the day she 

stops walking on four legs. It will be too far for wheel-assisted journeys and we will drive her to 

the beach or a park instead. 

As I write, I realise that just reporting on tales of the riverbank, based on more than seven 

hundred visits, could easily have filled a book. So, unless I come back to this time for more 

material, here’s a particularly good, one – I rescue a lady and a bitch, hampered by a terrier and 

by Bonnie. 

Sometime in the early years of riverbank walking, we are there at lunchtime on a very sunny day 

when we hear a woman calling for help and a terrier yapping excitedly. We can’t see anything at 

first for the heavy growth but as we come around a bend, I see a Westie running furiously back 

and forward toward the edge. It’s a place where the river flow has cut away the banking and a 

retaining wall about four feet high has been built. Above that there is another sloping four feet 

or so of packed muddy grass and bushes. There’s a smallish middle-aged woman down there on 



 

a tiny strip of mud and tree-roots, calling for help. With her is a middle-aged female black 

Labrador but she’s not so smallish. Needless to say, the Lab looks mildly concerned but isn’t 

freaking out. The Westie is. He’s going bananas in his attempts to rescue them by charging about 

madly and yapping his head off. The woman has clearly followed the stranded Lab down and has 

become trapped herself. A trifle embarrassed, she asks for help and I step in manfully or is it 

stupidly? I’m not sure. 

It’s lunchtime. I’m not wearing dog-walking gear. I don’t really own expensive formal gear, but the 

trousers are of reasonable quality, by my standards. Nevertheless, after failing to calm the Westie, 

I climb down onto the narrow strip. The woman is apologetic and embarrassed, so I quickly lift her 

up and she scrambles up the slope above the sheer wall, muddying what may be her ‘good 

clothes.’ I can’t tell. Bonnie has now joined the Westie’s efforts to sabotage the whole project by 

running back and forth across the muddy sloping part, woofing deeply, to accompany the shrill 

yap, of the wee terrier. 

I turn to the Lab. She looks up at me with those big black, trusting, puppy seal eyes. I look at her 

formidable girth and prepare my back. I lift her around the middle and as I get her up to the slope 

where she might scramble, she starts wriggling and then, expertly, head butts me on the bridge of 

my nose with the top of her bony skull. My eyes close automatically as she strikes and lights flash 

behind them. The sharp pain follows instantly, and I yelp too. Despite that, I get her up and she 

runs off shaking and wailing to her owner/mum. I’m just about to begin my ascent when, and you 

couldn’t make this up, a massively excited Bonnie, jumps down beside me. What a game, she 

seems to think. We jump down, and he lifts us up. Such fun! 

So now, we’ve swapped places with the woman and the dog. I can’t believe it, but it’s clearly 

happened. I lift Bonnie up, she doesn’t head butt me and I push her up the slope with a 

moderately ill-tempered smack on her rear-end to make sure she doesn’t think: 

‘That was so much fun! I’m going back down again.’ 

 

I clamber up myself, ruining a ‘perfectly good pair of trousers’ as my mum might have said. I 

get a quick ‘thank you’ but no suggestion that I might be a hero. The woman, the podgy lab 

and the nuts Westie head off without looking back. She doesn’t ask for my address, so she can 

pop in a wee reward nor does she ask after my clearly ruined trousers and perhaps less-



 

elegant nose. It’s not how things would turn out in a well-written romantic novel is it? All I 

discover about her is that she is a teacher and that the Westie belongs to her teenage son. He 

has named it Calvin after…………Calvin Klein underwear, which he apparently loves wearing. I 

consider asking if I might use the Westie to wipe down my trousers but don’t. 

Bonnie and I trudge damply homeward. The smack on the bottom is remembered clearly, judging 

by her even more sheepish manner with me. I reflect on Calvin Klein underwear and why they 

might be admired so much. They don’t sound very Calvinistic. Should I get a pair? 

 

Back home Bonnie gets the first pail of water and wash before a much-loved brisk rub-down with 

a hard, old, towel. This has long been a favourite thing. She wriggles and grabs at the towel 

growlingsheer enjoyment. I cover her head with the towel and excitement mounts as she shakes 

it off making ‘hoffing’ noises and sometimes barking when the fun is clearly too much to contain. 

I chuck my trousers in the bin out of respect for the frailty of the washing machine. So, not only is 

there no reward, there’s the cost of more trousers and worse still, the need to travel into the 

shops for replacements. Dear dog, preserve me from that. 

 

Chapter 9: Sand – what is this lovely stuff under my feet? 

 

Four months-old on a very warm Ayrshire day in the early summer of 2004, a big floppy, hairy 

puppy steps onto the beach at Troon. It’s her first experience of hot sand, any kind of sand, under 

her feet. Bonnie freezes for two or three seconds then she spreads her front legs and lowers her 

body into a crouching position, ready to explode in movement. Suddenly, she hares off in one 

direction, skids and turns before rushing off in another, scattering the sand behind her. Her eyes 

are wild, her tongue flopping and her ears pulled back. The whole escapade accelerates and she 

zig-zags every-which-way before a few seconds of frantic digging and then collapsing, in a heap at 

our feet, tail thumping the ground and barking for attention. 

 

Then just as suddenly she starts to dig furiously, growling into the hole she has dug before dashing 

off to start a new one nearby. An audience gathers to laugh at her antics. The attention seems to 



 

spur her on to greater efforts and noise. Is she enjoying the audience, I wonder. We didn’t expect 

sand would have such an impact or that it would become a lasting enthusiasm for her. Eight years 

later, we’ll be lowering her out of her harness and wheels and laying her on to the sand to see her 

dig just as furiously while spinning around to create a wide circle of scraped sand marks. 

 

Back to 2004 and getting from the car to beach was a struggle in itself. Kirsty takes the still young 

Anna in one hand and carries a big picnic bag in the other. Neil carries the, of course essential, 

inflated dolphin and ring. Somehow, I carry the inflatable dinghy and the bucket and spades in one 

hand and Bonnie attempts to drag me into the traffic by the other. She’s still not good on the lead 

and zigzags at speed, everywhere, trying to meet new dogs and humans. I should have worn a T-

shirt labelled ‘Sorry’ as we leave a trail of angry pedestrians behind us. Some have jumped into 

hedges and gardens to avoid us. I may have made that last bit up for effect, but it did seem pretty 

chaotic. I could, of course, have left Bonnie in the car and gone back for her once the rest of the 

family were settled. Had I done that, though, she may well have eaten one of the car seats in 

protest. At last we get her down to the water’s edge. There are children everywhere, shrieking and 

splashing. Parents are shouting at the children when they’re not taking part in the fun themselves. 

One jet- skier comes too close to the swimmers and is told off in vibrant West of Scotland tones. 

Bonnie approaches the edge warily, wades in for a few inches then is spooked by the smallest of 

waves. She tries a few more times but can’t seem to get used to this movement in what should be 

an inanimate substance - water. Does she think it’s a living thing? To this day (2015), she’s not sure 

about waves and we seek out stranded pools that the sea has recently retreated from for her to 

charge about in. Some water dog eh? 

 

Andy and Anna, who are about 12 and 4 at the time, splash excitedly, with a small inflatable 

dinghy, falling out regularly then climbing back in, laughing and shrieking. It’s all too much for 

Bonnie. She bounces excitedly on the edge of the waves, clearly desperate to be involved but 

still anxious about water that seems to have a life of its own. When they emerge from the sea 

onto the sand, she chases after trying to grab the dinghy’s rope ties. Luckily, she doesn’t sink 

her immature sharp teeth into the inflatable. 

 

We then retire to the sand dunes and grass for a picnic and Bonnie happily joins us for her 



 

favourite activity – eating. Resting there for some time, reading newspapers, playing with an 

already vintage Gameboy, we think: ‘Who needs ‘Costa del Sol’ when you have ‘Costa del 

Geriatrica in Ayrshire?’ The lack of winter frost and ice in Ayrshire has resulted in the opening of 

many old-folk’s homes there. Ayr’s main beach will soon become a regular haunt for the young 

Bonnie, but she’ll never get over ‘wave anxiety’ or a love of digging in sand. 

 

Returning to the car, laden with inflatables, spades and buckets, we watch Bonnie meet more 

dog breeds for the first time. Only one breed is such a surprise and a lesson she won’t forget. She 

sees an old lady eating something but with a Yorkie between her legs (a dog!). A curious, still 

innocent, Bonnie runs over, wiggling and wagging and the old lady bends forward to pat her. At 

that moment, the Yorkie explodes with fury, like a demented horror-story creation. Bonnie 

scarpers as fast as she can, zig-zagging like a warship dodging torpedoes, with the Yorkie in 

pursuit. We shouldn’t do so but we find ourselves laughing at the scene. The old lady apologises 

and calls the little monster back. Bonnie is nearly out of sight but returns as the Yorkie disappears 

back under her skirt. There are no more events on the rest of the walk back other than constant 

attempts by Bonnie to scrape up and eat any food dropped on the path. From sandwiches to ice 

cream cones, she manages to gobble down a few before we can stop her. The Yorkie chase seems 

well-forgotten when there’s food to be had. So, all in, it’s been a good day out. 

 

On the journey home, the kids and Kirsty doze and I play recorded music quietly. Bonnie, in the 

back sits bolt upright as if today’s events were like an excessive dose of caffeine for her. Trying to 

see everything around us including people in cars overtaking and people in cars we overtake, her 

head is in danger of rotating 360 degrees. If there’s a dog in another car, pandemonium breaks 

out. If the other dog is mature and restrained, it just makes her worse – ‘Oo yoo lookin at mate? 

Want some of me do ya?’ 

We rarely return to the busy Troon beach and begin exploring less-crowded ones where there are 

less people with food and, of course, more dogs to meet and kites to bark at or run from if they 

come down toward her. The wilder beaches do have their pleasures as we all know, and I start to 

become a bit of a beach-comber walking along the lines of seaweed mixed with garbage and 

sometimes interesting objects. 



 

 

Quite soon we find dead fish and the first time we do, Bonnie immediately rubs the side of her 

face against it before I can shout. It’s a disgusting odour to put it mildly. Why does she do it? 

Some owners insist bitches think males will like them more with that ‘perfume’ on. Others say it’s 

to camouflage their doggy smell, so they can creep up on unsuspecting prey. I don’t know and to 

this moment I haven’t looked it up. Perhaps, one of you reading this, knows? 

 

A few days later, I get a bit of a shock when I see what looks like a dead giant rat. It’s about the size of 

a Border Collie. Quite sharp-nosed, its upper lip is curled back to reveal fangs. Completely hairless 

from perhaps months in the sea, deathly-white and with a thin rat-like tail, it’s a disturbing sight. 

Once I realise it’s a dog and a not giant rat, disgust shifts to sadness. A shame for rats, I suppose, that I 

think less of them. 

One day, there is a very dramatic scene with dozens of dead jellyfish scattered along half a mile of 

beach. Some are bigger than satellite dishes and all are an unattractive mix of red, black and slime-

grey. I know, first rats disgust me and now jellyfish. I’m a dog man. What can I say? I like fur. 

Bonnie sniffs the jellyfish nervously and, to my relief, shows no sign of wanting to rub against them 

or eat them. Smelly fish yes but not jellyfish, she’s not a pervert. 

 

Over the years I find lots of strange flotsam or is it jetsom? I check. Jetsom was intentionally 

tossed overboard while flotsam is from a wreck. How would I know which is which? Bonnie, 

notably, shows no interest in anything unless it moves or stinks badly, as far as I can see. Clearly, 

she is a woman of taste and refinement. 

I know I shouldn’t but after the dead creatures, I wonder if and when I will come across human 

remains, bones or even a bloated corpse still fully-clothed and with a passport saying it belongs 

to Piers Morgan or Jeremy Clarkson or Katy Hopkins. Feel free to choose another candidate. If it’s 

more whale-sized, maybe it will be Robert Maxwell, the multimillionaire media baron, friend of 

the elite who stole his own employees’ pension fund some years ago. 

 

 



 

Chapter 10: Nights out at the Abbotsford Hotel 

 

 

Named after 19th Century Scottish writer, Sir Walter Scott’s home in the Borders, the Abbotsford 

Hotel has a bar with friendly, efficient and glamorous staff. It has a very good atmosphere and 

there is no loud music, so you can talk, and more important, hear. It’s a dog- friendly bar with 

water bowls and even treats as long as the dog in question is well-behaved. Bonnie would have 

been a model customer if she had been smaller. Her behaviour is impeccable, better than mine 

some say, but her tendency to lie stretched out like a polar bear rug frequently led to unwanted 

trips for the humans. Ten years later, her carriage and wheels will be too big a problem. I often 

meet a retired colleague there and have come to know the other regulars. Bonnie, now two years-

old, is ready for the two to three miles walk each way and I need the exercise so, on summer 

nights, we walk both ways. If Bonnie seems tired at the end of her crisp-begging evening or if it’s 

raining heavily, Kirsty will collect us. If I’m there by myself, she won’t – ‘get a taxi, I’m watching 

Holby City!’ So that’s Bonnie, Holby City then me in third place, at best. 

 

On a typical night, we arrive, through the side door from the beer garden to a big welcome. I share 

the welcome but know I did not cause it. The bar staff lean over and offer her treats. I wait until I 

get ‘some decent service round here.’ Bonnie settles down initially in a corner where I direct her 

but every time I turn around she’s gone over to a likely petter or feeder. They are generally in good 

supply. I apologise and call her back with the slightest trace of ‘serious’ in my tone of voice. The 

effect is, of course, only temporary and at the next rustle of a crisp bag she’s off again. Everyone 

seems pleased to see her, but I worry about the odd one who doesn’t like dogs. Will we both get 

‘barred from the boozer’ as they say? I hope not. 

 

Other dogs arrive, mostly well-behaved gun dogs. It seems to be a friendly occupational 



 

association with Labradors, Retrievers, Pointers and assorted Spaniels but no sign of terriers of 

any kind. I’m not a fan of blood sports unless you plan to eat the thing you shot but I have to say 

blood sports enthusiasts have bred the most wonderful dogs to be owned by easy-going owners. 

When we got Bonnie, my preference had been for a Border Collie until a work colleague told me I 

wasn’t intelligent enough to have one. ‘It would run rings round you’, she added. Not wishing to 

be regularly ankle-nipped and penned every time we went for a walk, I took her advice. 

Interestingly, she had two Labradors herself. Not so smart either, was she? 

 

Bonnie’s drinking (water) and crisp-munching lasted for years. She seemed to love the walk. I took 

the scenic route through quiet little parks and along the edge of golf courses. ‘Along the edge!’ 

golfing readers, picking up her poos responsibly and keeping my eyes and ears out for tell-tale 

whacks and calls. We were never hit, and Bonnie showed no interest in collecting balls. From an 

early age, she had a Zen-like disdain for materialism and for chasing things when you could be 

sitting quietly appearing to think about the world passing by or be day-dreaming about food. 

 

When the accident happened in December of 2011, the evening pub visits stopped. Once or twice 

on warm sunny days, when she had the wheels, we’d stop the car by the beer garden in the hotel 

car park and walk her in to lie near one of the outside tables. The welcome was slower but just as 

warm once the staff noticed she was there. 

 

I’m still a regular as are my cronies who know Bonnie well. New staff-members and customers 

get to see her on my phone and ‘ooh’ and ‘aaah’ when they see her. 

 

Chapter 11: For duck’s sake! Bonnie runs off to sea 

 



 

 

She splashes through the shallows, in the deepening dark, waders, gulls and noisy ducks 

scatter, shrieking ahead of her. I follow, becoming desperate, up to my knees one minute then 

plunging up to my waist as I stumble across the shallows and depths of the river estuary 

watching her excited and barking into the darkening distance, deaf to my commands. 

It all started so normally. As the winter days shorten, we decide to take Bonnie to the beach after tea. 

There’s still some reddening light from the Western sky behind the sharp outline of the island, Arran, 

as we set off on the water’s edge between the two river outlets. The mouth of the southern, River 

Doon, always alive with water fowl, especially noisy as the sun goes down, is less than a mile ahead of 

us. Even at that distance we can hear the birds. Bonnie runs along the sand staying clear of the waves 

which have always unnerved her. Her anxiety about waves makes what is to follow all the more 

surprising. 

As we get closer to the estuary, we have left the lights of the town behind, the sun is almost 

behind the island and there are few people or dogs sharing the beach with us. The noise of the 

ducks is especially loud, and Bonnie has begun to notice them. She has a history with ducks on her 

regular river walks, but we don’t expect anything as she suddenly charges off across the shallows 

and toward the barely visible ducks. As she approaches, they explode in a flapping, splashing 

cacophony and flee a short distance only to land again, but further out into the sea. Bonnie, for 

the first time I think, has lost her control completely to the excitement of the hunt and continues 

to charge after them as they repeatedly scarper, drawing her after them. I roar my head off and 

follow on the edge of the water, at first. In seconds she is well out to sea in the estuary’s 

alternating shallows and moderate depths. Soon, I’m wading, fully- clothed, in the same shallows 

after her and calling like a maniac. She is ‘off the lead’ as they say and doesn’t look back once. 

Kirsty and Anna run toward the bridge that will take them to the southern shore of the river 

mouth where Bonnie may end up, if she survives the deeper channels. Anna, around 11 at the 

time, is sobbing with fear for what might happen to Bonnie. Nobody’s worried about me, except 

me of course. 

Suddenly, I’m up to my waist in a quite fast-moving river flow. I worry for a moment then, as I step 

forward and suddenly find myself back up in only a few feet of water. The experience is repeated 

for me several times and still Bonnie is impervious to my calls. I admit, panic is setting in but just at 



 

that moment, Bonnie seems to have tired of the game and turns and trots and back to me. She is 

unperturbed seemingly and looks at me with eyes that suggest: ‘Yeh, what was it you wanted? I 

was chasing ducks. I didn’t catch any of them. I’m not that sure what I’d do with one if I did catch 

it. Do you lick them? Do you know you’re a bit wet?’ 

We walk and slosh heavily back to the path where Kirsty and Anna fuss over Bonnie. There is no 

word of reprimand and certainly no smack. They note my trousers are soaked and express anxiety 

about the car seats. I haven’t had the medal I deserve to this day. Remember my heroic rescue of 

a lady and a lab from the riverbank? Same reward for me then? We pile back into the car and I 

drive with my breeks (Scottish trousers) around my ankles, praying I’m not stopped by the police. 

Luckily, I did go commando that day. Kidding! I didn’t but I’ve heard some guys do. I don’t fancy it. 

What if you skidded? 

 

It’s only after the crisis has passed that an odd little corner of my brain, labelled ‘Ancient History 

for Geeks (not Greeks)’ reminds me that I should know better than to take risks with the Doon. 

The River Doon, like all the Doons, Dons and Dees across the UK, including Sheffield, and Europe 

as far as the Don in Russia, even the mighty Danube in Europe, take their names from a terrible 

Celtic or pre-Celtic goddess of rivers. Her name was something like Deuona, Devona or Donna or 

similar, who, even today, will sometimes rage and surge in flood to take her entitlement of living 

sacrifices. Actually, a woman who rages and surges could be quite exciting company. Seriously, 

never stray on dark and stormy nights into her cold damp clutches. Right, it’s the park from now 

on. 

 

Chapter 12: Belle meets the hamster with the massive balls 

 

 



 

I’m sure you can see them in your mind’s eye. One is a great big, long-nosed, gorgeous dog and 

the other, a tiny fat-faced rodent. Name that politician? No, Anna has had two hamsters before we 

got Bonnie, both dead now. One died from testicular cancer in the form of a humungous swelling 

of his rear-end. It was not a pretty sight, but it seemed to bother him little for some time, 

spending his every non- sleeping moment stuffing. Stuffing food, stuffing bedding, often mixed 

together with his turds, into every nook, cranny and tubular tunnel he had (in the cage!) 

sometimes getting his testicles caught. Ooooooh! I worried about the first post-dog hamster. 

Surely Bonnie would clumsily step on him or less clumsily gobble him up in the process of 

hoovering the carpet for food morsels of any size and substance? 

Remember, Bonnie was the timid sister I rescued from bullying siblings? She is really timid. The 

only time she’s not timid is with young male dogs, no matter how big, if they try to get ‘jiggly’ with 

her. The hamster on its own, scurrying here and there is enough to unnerve her and trigger 

retreat from the room. Put the hamster in its exercise ball and panic is the result. In his plastic see- 

through ball about the size of a football, he rolls quite fast and zig-zags across the kitchen and 

other floors, bouncing noisily of walls, doors and, especially dramatically, metal surfaces on the 

fridge or the tumble-dryer. The combination of strangeness in a seemingly self-propelling ball, 

Anna shrieking, clattering noises, speed and change of direction is enough to press Bonnie’s panic 

button hard. She cowers, whimpering in one corner before darting for another or to wriggle under 

furniture, leaving her bootylicious posterior sticking out and shaking like an unbalanced washing 

machine in spin cycle. OK, walkies ya big wuss! 

Put the hamster in his exercise wheel, inside the cage, and all is well. In fact, now the hamster has 

become positively fascinating to Bonnie. She lies, relaxed and curious watching him spin at some 

speed. I find it quite repetitive programming to be honest, even a little dizzying if I watch too long 

and so I tend to favour the TV. The cat, which you’ll hear more of later, shares my interest in 

televised football though she can get in the way of good moves at times. She is also prepared to 

watch a running tap, a washing machine and best of all, a computer printer. Clearly not that 

smart, she is always caught out by the paper emerging quickly, though she has seen the trick 

before, and immediately launches herself backward and upward at 45 degrees. I’ve seen no other 

mammal capable of that. Bonnie never watches TV but will check round the back if it ever barks. 

When the last hamster passed away, Anna began the campaign for another something small she 



 

could care for and write about in school. To my surprise and mild-disappointment she wants a 

lizard! We’re not a lizard family, unlike the Windsors, allegedly. We like our own kind, sort of, 

mammals and preferably predators with personality, no sheep. So, to compromise, after an 

unpleasant expedition to the reptile shop, we get a gecko and a glass cage. Geckos are, I have to 

admit, almost cute and certainly non-threatening. He, Nacho not Gordon as I preferred, is 

miniscule and looks a bit gormless, like a famous Gordon, to me. Apologies to reptile lovers but he 

moves very rarely, and we often miss that magic moment. To Bonnie, having adapted a little to 

the hamster, the gecko’s stillness makes him invisible to her and probably plant-life in her 

thinking, if she does, about species. She shows absolutely no interest from then on.  

The trip to the reptile shop was expensive but also confusing for me. Tiny lizards, big ugly lizards 

and snakes and those were just the tattoos on the young owner’s arms….Tada! Eye thenk yoh! 

Luckily, I have a newspaper and soon retreat outside to lean against the wall reading in a way that 

I think looks kind of cool. Eventually the deal is done; one gecko, one glass cage, a wooden branch 

and a box of grasshoppers or crickets (I forget which), all for £120 and cheap at a third of the 

price! The shop is on a busy road with no parking nearby. I stagger painfully with the surprisingly 

heavy and fragile glass cage for about 300 metres. Add the cost of painkillers to that £120. You 

will, of course, remember the pain I’ve already suffered lifting Bonnie. Have I complained about 

that? No, but she’s not a creepy, near-comatose, lizard! 

Back at the house, I assemble the cage. Kirsty and Anna install the fittings and insert Nacho, 

before placing a cricket in for Nacho’s first meal. Next time we look, Nacho is sitting beside the 

insect on a branch. They kind of look like pals. A very odd couple, they are, to me. The insect is 

about the same size as the gecko. It’s more than 24 hours before anything changes, and the 

cricket is nowhere to be seen. Gordon, sorry Nacho, looks no bigger given that he may have eaten 

his own weight in one sitting. None of this is changing my preferences for pets. Feeding live 

crickets to a tiny-brained lizard is just not cricket is it? I’m Scottish and even I think some things are 

just not cricket. 

 

Nacho only lived a short time with us before a final stillness on the branch and a greying of his 

skin. Given that he had only moved, in a typical day, once or twice, to our knowledge, it took us 

some time to be sure he was really dead. I think Anna had found the experience of lizard-owning 

less than exciting and so began the ‘let’s get a kitten now’ campaign. She could have got a kitten 



 

when we got the groucho or whatever you call them. I could have saved £80 on the glass cage. 

Yes, I know we should have sold it, but it lies in the garage to this day. 

 

Chapter 13: The bone and other OCD routines 

 

 

Years ago, I read ‘Animals in Translation’ by Temple Grandin, in which she revealed how she had 

learned to communicate better with animals, especially farm dogs and cattle, by treating them as 

if they were kind of autistic. She describes herself as autistic too. It’s a fascinating book, especially 

for dog-owners. It may be for the owners of cows too. I can’t comment. Anna hasn’t asked for a 

cow, yet. The feature I remembered best when we got Bonnie, was that dogs like autistics, are 

constantly anxious and seek predictability and reassuring routine. If dogs are like autistics then 

Bonnie, to my mind is an extra-autistic dog. I’ve described earlier her anxiety if a hamster so much 

as scurries in her direction. There’s more but first ‘the bone routine.’ When I say ‘bone’, I mean 

those quite big hard and chewy things, sometimes made of cowhide. She had a real bone once 

and almost swallowed a shard off it.  

When she was quite young, I’d return from a supermarket and she’d recognise the car’s engine. To 

stop her demolishing the front door to get out, she’d be let out onto the grass and path to wriggle, 

bounce and wail, in tribute to the Master’s (me!) homecoming after a very upsetting separation 

from him of at least 45 minutes. To quickly calm her down, I’d get the bone/chew and give it to 

her. Of course, I had packed it last and on top of a bag, for easy access. Time was of the essence 

before the she digs up the lawn. In possession of the bone, Bonnie immediately settles down on 

the grass and chomps her way through the treat in about five minutes. It’s an awesome, slightly 

unnerving, display of teeth and jaw-power. Over time this becomes a routine. After only one year, 



 

fifty or so repeats have clearly resulted in quite strong conditioning and the construction of a 

routine or even ritual which cannot be messed with. So, even in rain, ice or snow, she eats the 

chew on the lawn, nowhere else, and then and only then, comes in to the house. OCD? Obsessive 

chewing dog? 

Years later, only weeks after she has had the operation on her spine, I return from the 

supermarket with a chew. This time, she cannot run out but is sitting up barking for attention and 

bouncing on the spot. I go straight to her with the chew, but she won’t take it from me. I’m 

puzzled for some time until Anna says: ‘She always eats those outside on the grass.’ Brilliant, that’s 

it! I lift the harness and walk her onto the grass. She sits as I offer the chew. Nearly taking my hand 

off, she grabs the chew and lies down awkwardly to eat it. Getting down involves a jerky pushing 

out of the front legs as she lowers herself. It can look a bit sad, but I doubt she’s bothered 

especially if food is on offer. ‘This is where I eat those things, see? Duuuh!’ 

 

I’m reminded, telling that story of all the other bits of evidence that Temple Grandin was right. She 

wrote for example about the entrance to an abattoir which had a loose, but harmless cable 

hanging in the entrance corridor and moving in the air with resulting panic in the cattle. She 

removes the cable and the cows become calm. It reminds me of Bonnie’s sudden attacks of 

anxiety which are, at first, hard to explain. For example, our neighbours put an old sofa on the 

path for collection and Belle will not go anywhere near it. Does it look like a bear which is lying 

down or is it just new and strange and that’s enough? After stormy nights, wheelie bins lie on their 

sides with their lids open and moving in the wind. Again, Bonnie insists on repeated road crossings 

to avoid these apparent monsters. Do the moving lids look like the gaping maw of a hippo or are 

they just strange? 

Less dramatically, any attempt to change the regular route for walking leads to resistance. I try a 

different route to satisfy my all-too-human demand for variety and she digs her feet in. Mostly a 

word or two will resolve the problems and she agrees, grumbling under her breath: ‘We don’t go 

that way.’ When we pass the drive of a house where she loves the dog-owning occupants and 

maybe their dog, again the brakes are put on. She seems to think that arriving there will trigger 

the emergence of the occupants because it has sometimes before. Again, words are required 

before a sulky progress resumes. 



 

Coming back from a walk always leads to the offer of water and almost guaranteed acceptance. 

Try offering her water before we set off and the mouth is firmly shut. ‘We have water after the 

walk not before it. Pay attention!’ 

I could go on. It has been fascinating to compare the cat (more of her soon) with Bonnie on these 

matters. Indie sleeps anywhere and everywhere. She can be found sitting in a wide array of 

locations from inside a cupboard to the top of a door or on a piece of paper that someone has left 

on the floor of an otherwise empty room. The only pattern is that she always sits on something 

and preferably something important like a recently ironed piece of clothing on a bed or an 

important document. 

Most marked is the difference in on-the-lead behaviour. The cat always leads the way, often 

bursting into a dash. The walker’s choice then is to let her reach the end of the lead and be jerked 

back dramatically or to run after her, risking a slide or a trip or even collision with a tree. It’s 

mostly the latter, but sometimes it all happens too quickly and is we’re thoroughly jerked-off both 

physically and emotionally, as American say. When this happens, she gets up, shakes and stalks 

off, the body language saying something like: ‘Oh for goodness sake, why can’t you keep up?’ 

 

Returning to Bonnie’s obsessive routine behaviour, we discover the incredibly precise nature of 

her getting used to the car, our car. Our car requires a big repair and has to stay in the garage for 

three days. I hire a small cheap car for those days. This is at a time, before the accident and she is 

still quite young. At that time, regular trips to the beach were part of her favourite routine. This 

time there is no big hatchback area for her and she will have to sit in the passenger seat 

alongside me. There is no way she will jump into this unfamiliar space by herself, so I lift her in 

and have to speak firmly to make her stay on the seat as I run around to the driver’s seat. As we 

set off she leans against me for comfort and trembles. Are a few minutes, I notice my hand on 

the gear stick has become wet. I look down to see she is drooling gently on my hand. Less moist 

but more unnerving, she shifts her considerable weight as we corner. On a right-turn she leans 

even more on to me making it hard to change gear. On a left-turn she loses her balance and falls 

against the passenger door before jerking back in panic to lean harder and share a sheepish 

expression with me. By the time we get to the beach, she struggles out clumsily then stands 

looking at me as if to say: ‘Sorry but I don’t like that cheap little car. It’s scary. Don’t you find it 



 

scary?’ 

On the beach, all is well as she charges around digging holes and growling into them before 

running off again to start a new one. Every so often, she spots a dog she disapproves of in some 

mysterious way and barks repeatedly at it. It makes no sense to me. I you don’t like someone 

you don’t shout at them because then they will probably come over. Maybe she is more of a 

fighter than we thought? It seems unlikely. 

 

 

Chapter 14: The Disabled Retriever’s Fan Club 

 

If you met them all separately, you’d never guess what they all had in common – a deep 

fondness for Bonnie and sometimes…..me! Three wiry young males, built like whippets with 

three quite similar dogs in tow, gather round Bonnie. Dressed in camouflage and wellies with the 

odd (quite odd) tattoo on hands and necks, they’ve walked miles from the former mining village 

where they live, are heading for woodland where their wee pack will run and kill…..only rabbits I 

hope. They have sticks, the dogs are on rough rope leads and their tatty rucksacks are stained 

with…the blood of game, I hope again. They look at my suburbia and the passing executive cars 

with uncaring expressions and maybe a little pride in the unnerving effect they will be having on 

some observers. They’re like a little gang of hunter-gatherers who have time travelled forward 

10 000 years. Bonnie has seen them and has no such concerns, it appears. An unfit, pedigree, 

gun-dog from a ‘good’ home, she remains a dog. Sniffing scruffy Lurcher bottoms that have 

clearly been places and wriggling submissively for these semi-feral lads. I grew up in a village like 

theirs, played on a coal ‘bing’ and ate rabbit over open fires. Like Bonnie, I know who they are. 

They’re refugees from capitalism’s brutal destruction of small communities. They just want to feel 

alive and live in the world. They’re not the bad kids who bully and exploit. Those sociopaths are 

back in the village, bored and resentful, smoking, pushing and shouting, outside the local store 

and off-licence. They get what we’ve done with Bonnie though the wheels would have been 

recycled from a pram rather than bought new from the USA. It makes complete moral sense to 

them unlike the way it did not for some of my more genteel neighbours. 



 

We talk for some time about the dogs as they circle our legs, sometimes leaning against us in a 

show of pack loyalty and affection. Once what needed to be said has been said, we part with best 

wishes for the day. So, begins the membership of many clans. Many are not as colourful as the 

pack but all are interesting. Dozens of older men and women joke about soon needing wheels 

themselves. One very old, clearly housebound, lady still waves from her window nearly every 

time we pass. Does she wait for us, for hours every day? Some tell me Bonnie is an omen of good 

health for them. Children are almost always curious about everything and charmed by the novelty 

of the scene they find themselves in. Some cry, some touch Bonnie. One or two, laugh at my bad 

jokes such as the one about taking the piss from a dog. 

Thinking about which fans to mention, the pack of lads came quickly to my mind. One older lady, 

too, was especially memorable. As Kirsty explained the situation to a group of listeners on my 

left, a very small, quiet, figure, in a big warm coat and a woolly hat arrived on my right. She said 

nothing, and I only sensed her presence when I felt her hold on to the sleeve of my jacket as she 

listened. As I looked round, she looked up at me and smiled through powerful lenses, while 

holding tighter still. Only once my wife had finished and the others began to move, did she let go 

and move off, still silent, leaving me with a parting pat on the arm. It was so much more than 

words, so authentic, that gently gripped arm. These were two very different experiences, from 

hundreds, but equally life-affirming. 

Restoring a little modern-day cynicism and moving my reputation along the continuum from The 

Messiah to comedians Frankie Boyle or Jimmy Carr, the laying of hands by the old lady came 

only a few days after I’d read of an interesting research project. One thousand women were 

asked which breed of dog made them most attracted to a man they met walking his dog. 

Golden Retrievers came first, obviously. In a disgraceful moment, my naughty brain, mused, 

would a disabled Golden Retriever make me seem even more appealing, vaguely saintly, to 

women? So far it has only worked with the over 80s! 

 

The biggest and most familiar members of the Bonnie Appreciation Society are the members of 

the local area we live in and especially those we meet daily as I walk her to the shops and back. 

There are many of them, too many to describe here. Most now know the story but never fail to 

respond as she approaches them with prolonged patting and kind words. We get the same 



 

questions repeated: 

‘How old is she now?’ ‘How long has it been?’ ‘How is she keeping?’ 

 

I give the same answers over and over, yet it never seems wearing. I make the same jokes about 

having to replace the tyres and hoping she won’t require an MOT. I pretend to complain about the 

time it takes to walk only half a mile and tease the older ones that it must be nice for them to 

overtake someone walking. They make the same comments but it’s still warming: 

 

‘She’s doing well.’ ‘She’s an inspiration to us all.’ ‘She’s still got a beautiful face at her age.’ 

 

Best of all, of course, they often say how well I’m doing or what a good owner I am. Well-earned 

praise if I say so myself, in all modesty. I am, clearly one of the most modest people you’ve never 

met don’t you think? While older people are the most commonly and openly encouraging, other 

dog walkers nearly always approach to share thoughts and children offer the most distinctive, 

often funny comments. Typically, they will look round the back to see if she has legs there and 

ask how fast she can go. Nearly always, they call on friends to come and see this amazing 

contraption –a dog with wheels! Despite her amiable manner, smaller children look warily at her 

gnashers and ask if it’s safe to touch her.  

 

Slightly older children show signs of that developing empathy and are clearly move by her 

condition. Perhaps more than others they seem eager for reassurance that her life is better than 

it might seem. There’s a lesson of sorts here. At first it seems like we’re sacrificing something to 

keep her with us and there are costs and the odd physical pain, but it soon becomes clear that 

poor Bonnie’s loss has become a major gain perhaps even for her. I can’t help finding myself 

cheered by the reactions of her ever-growing fan club. People say the same things over and over 

but it’s completely genuine approval of what we’ve done. It hasn’t been easy, but it became much 

easier once we got used to it than you might think and the feedback is worth far more in terms 

the quality of life. Even Bonnie, I wonder, is she having a better life in some ways? More on this 

later. 

 



 

Chapter 15: Bonnie goes on holiday 

 

Bonnie feeling just a bit travel-sick 

 

Before the wheels, Bonnie had travelled quite widely, from Devon to the Scottish Highlands and, 

at weekends, on regular trips to see relatives. The first car journeys were a bit of a problem. 

Initially she was just afraid of the car, especially having to sit in the gaping maw of the hatch door 

as I shut it. Nearly twelve years later, a confirmed fan of the car, she still gulps nervously as the big 

hippo-mouth- like door comes down. The other early problem which faded quite quickly was a 

kind of nervous travel sickness. At some point in the journey, she would throw-up her breakfast. 

Briefly, we experimented with medication. I inserted the pills in little cubes of cheese, three of 

them. Belle was very enthusiastic about this experiment looking positively stunned when one 

delicious cube was followed by not just one more but three in total. It worked, kind of. There was 

no sickness that day but there was a price to pay. As the medication calmed her tummy, the 

cheese was stirring up trouble further along in the digestive system.  

 

We arrived and parked the car. As the door opened, she jumped quickly out of the car, took one or 

two steps so as to be well- positioned right in the middle of someone’s driveway, crouched and 

delivered a massive tide of foul-smelling liquid poo right across the entrance. There are shouts of 

disgust and we dash for a pail of water to clear it up before the neighbourhood watch members 

get sight and wind of it. Bonnie charges off, clearly feeling lighter and heads for the relatives who 

are standing on their front step watching it all happen. Over the next few months, as she gets used 

to the car, the sickness stopped as did the cheese treats. 

The disability and the arrival of Bonnie on wheels changed things a bit though we were 



 

determined to take her with us on relaxing self-catering trips. The next two were in North 

Yorkshire where Bonnie was very well received. Her poo control was impeccable. On the first 

occasion, in a car park, as we get her into the wheels a couple are stunned to see her because they 

have, just that day, returned a similar set of wheels to a company who hire them out for dogs in 

their last years and whose ‘back-end has given way.’ In this case it was another retriever, a male, 

who had used the wheels well into his last nine months. 

In the same day, as we navigated narrow but pretty lanes, a lived-in land-rover paused, and the 

window was rolled down. A sturdy voice, female and used to command, bellowed ‘well done, well 

done!’ She then drove on quickly, to do something with horses is my guess, leaving us to consider 

just what ‘well done’ might mean. I think it was just the most general note of approval for 

whatever we’d done to keep her alive. It happens so often there is a danger of getting a bit too 

self-satisfied. 

In the same holiday, we look, one day, for a swimming pool nearby. Finding one on the map, we 

drive there and park the car in the pool car park. Kirsty and Anna head inside and I lead Belle into 

the town. On the way, I pass a shop window with a sign offering Jack Russell/Pug cross-breeds for 

sale. They are described as ‘Jugs’. I have to admit I snigger a bit as we walk on. Now I’m not 

narrow-minded about these things. I just find the names entertaining. To my knowledge there are 

labradoodles, cockerpoos, many others and now ‘Jugs’. As I reflect, my mind wanders off in search 

of other humorous names for cross-breeds. Suddenly, I have a flash of inspiration. Remember I’m 

Scottish, some of us call dogs ‘dugs’ and I’m not an expert in breeding dogs so this is probably not 

feasible. However, if we bred a Pug with a Doberman we’d get, wait for it, a ‘Dug’. What could be 

better for the discerning Scot than a dug called a ‘Dug’. Neighbours then ask you: ‘Whit kind o’ 

dug have ye got? It’s a dug. I ken that but whit kind o’ dug is it? It’s a dug! Ach, away ye go. 

There’s nae point in talkin’ to ye, ya bampot’. Maybe a dachshund would be easier? 

The people of this town-centre are predominantly of Indian or Pakistani origin, I think. Many are 

wearing what might be referred to as ‘ethnic’ clothing. Coming from a town with very few ethnic 

minority inhabitants, I can’t help noticing the different clothes. Bonnie, of course, cares nothing 

for appearances if you’re not a dog, then she shows absolutely no sign of noticing anything 

different. That might be quite a good ‘thing’ for humans too. 



 

 

Chapter 16: Disabled folk and disabled dogs – two big differences 

I know and work beside disabled humans. I’ve taught one young woman, also reliant on a set of 

wheels, who eventually graduated PhD! Although many of them have become assured in themselves 

after academic success, mostly they remain mild-mannered, shy and certainly non-confrontational. 

Bonnie is none of those things. If she spies a breed she doesn’t like (I’m not saying which), she stops 

and barks, sending deep authoritative ‘whoofs’ across the road to puzzled owners. I make apologies 

for her as she reluctantly moves on grumbling under her breathe. I’ve never seen a disabled person in 

a wheelchair calling out to a human they’ve taking a dislike to, so far. 

‘Oo you lookin at? Want some of me, do ya? Wooof!’ 

I’ve never seen a disabled person flirting outrageously with someone they’ve just met. Now 

Bonnie is only attracted to big, ‘well-built’ males especially Labradors and preferably black ones 

too. I’m on thin ice now and will say nothing about these preferences. Monty and Sam were 

older, chubbier, often puffed-out (breathless) black Labradors and they clearly got her dander 

up, so to speak. She and they would dance around each other clumsily simulating intercourse 

but never actually getting that close to it – a kind of pelvic air thrusting along the lines of ‘air-

guitar’. Bonnie would give them sideways looks then dash off for a short distance. If they were 

unable to keep up, she’d be back, prancing and turning until they attempted a full mount only to 

fall in a heap, gasping, tongue hanging out comically. Last year, in 2014, a neighbour’s young 

Golden Labrador was given no encouragement at all but one year later he has clearly become 

mature in her eyes, or maybe nostrils. This year they dance around each other, sniffing fore and 

aft. She gets so into it, at the advanced age of nearly 12 human or 84 dog years (!), I have to 

watch the frolicking doesn’t spread into the middle of the road. 

 

Now there are many other differences between humans and dogs, you’re already aware of I’m 

sure, other than these two behaviours but these two are good examples of that core difference 

between humans and other mammals – self-awareness. Bonnie forgets the wheels and acts just as 

she would if they were not there. That’s why they’ve been so successful. We humans would be 

always thinking about our misfortune, about our physical limitations and, most important, how we 



 

think we look to others. It’s part of our success as a species, of course, that we can imagine these 

things, but sometimes wouldn’t it be nice to be like Bonnie, living fully in the world, experiencing it 

directly without judging our place in it? 

 

Chapter 17: Did we do the right thing for Bonnie? 

 

Looking back at Bonnie’s life before the wheels, I’m reminded that it was full of fun, based, often, 

on her ability to dash around excitedly. Quite soon after the apparent success of the wheels, I 

began wondering if we may have rushed into all of this. Just saving her, whatever the costs, 

seemed a no-brainer at the time and we had pushed single-mindedly for that outcome. In the first 

few weeks of walking her, after the operation, I had both the time to reflect and to begin to get 

the viewpoints of others. 

There was a rush of opinion, mostly extremely and excitedly positive. Everywhere we took her, 

people came over to find out what had happened and to express their feelings. Children called out 

from cars and dogs approached to display a wide range of reactions from curious anxiety to, quite 

often, absolutely no apparent effect whatsoever. In the latter cases they just zeroed in to sniff as 

they would any other dog. She has wheels? What wheels? Oh, those wheels. One day, two wee 

girls called from the back of a car in a slow-moving traffic queue as Bonnie and I overtook them on 

the path: 

‘We love your dog. It makes us feel happy!’ 

 

Out of the mouths of babes? For a few seconds, the world was transformed. This is what they 

call ‘magic realism’ in novels, I think. Everyday events acquire a special glow, meaning, 

significance. Pedestrians and other car passengers in the stuck traffic, with their windows 

down, on a warm day, turn to the girls’ voices, then see Bonnie and smile and chatter with 

each other. I expect the appearance of fluttering, chattering, cartoonish songbirds, maybe a 

fawn as my world is briefly ‘Disneyfied’. Snow-white and the Dwarves have clearly been 

delayed. Other dogs and children were never going to be the negative critical ones. I knew 

that, but they did appear, like a dark cloud, quite soon. Only a few weeks after getting the 



 

wheels we were walking around the neighbouring streets. It was a sunny but cool February 

day. As one well-wisher enthused about her, a dark, brooding presence strode out of his 

driveway. ‘That’s nae life for a dug’, he asserted in one of those know-all voices we all love so 

much. I knew who it was. I didn’t deal with it well. 

‘Fuck off and mind your own business?’ 

 

I stomped off. 

 

Days later, a neighbour, ironically one of Bonnie’s favourites, rolled down her car window to say: 

 

‘I couldn’t do that to my dog.’ 

 

Again, on a short fuse, I angrily retort: 

 

‘So, you’d kill her?’ 

 

She protests unconvincingly. I haven’t finished: 

 

‘Anyway, she has a minor disability compared to some humans whom we keep alive.’ 

 

She then really took my breath away with: 

 

‘Well, yes, I have reservations about some of those too.’ 

Words now fail me as she drives off to choir practice. I’m not able to ask how she will deal with 

her elderly but still-jogging husband if he twists his ankle. Get her shotgun? Imagine if you have 

a disabled child and someone suggests they should just have been put down? You’d rightly call 

them a Nazi and, justifiably to my mind, doubt their humanity. 

 

As the days pass, I’m ready for the next fight but it never comes. I may have been a puny, timid, 



 

schoolboy but this is personal! I must be projecting a prickly aura. We go on to meet hundreds 

and all of them enthuse or say little. Just as well for them. I’m no hero but nobody criticises my 

disabled wee pal. 

 

Four years later, do I think we did the right thing? Well of course. Every day she meets people who 

speak kindly to her and pat her. She loves that and will never tire of it. We meet more people than 

you can imagine. It starts with Bonnie’s story and then the stories of their dogs but often moves 

on to other topics. Everybody benefits. She brings light just by surviving. People are moved and 

reminded of the positives in their lives by her unspoken, inarticulate yet powerful statement of 

hope over fear. 

None of this was to be expected as she lay under the scalpel. 

 

Chapter 18: How have our lives changed? 

 

This could be a book on its own, if every change is to be described, for all of us. If I can bring to the 

surface all the changes that have ‘just happened’ as opposed to those that we are fully aware of, it 

would be an even bigger story. 

Many of the changes are already apparent reading the earlier chapters, I hope. I can’t speak fully 

for Kirsty, Anna and Andrew or for the two bigger brothers, Iain and Cameron, who no longer 

live with us but who still lived with us when we first got Bonnie. 

I’m just going to step into this sea of ideas as you would the real sea - at the edge in shallow water, 

still able to see it all, to the horizon, not yet aware of what might be under the surface, 

remembered and rediscovered, by the writing process. 

It’s good. It’s very good. On first reflections, it’s a wonderful collection of experiences and 

feelings. There are, of courses, traces of fear, sadness, remorse but the overwhelming experience 

is one of joy. Four years after potential disaster, she’s still here. She seems happy and pain-free. 

She’s had four years, so far, of a life that might have been lost in the dark and devastating vacuum 

that is ‘being put down’. She’s had hundreds of extra days of running down hills, of eating treats, 



 

of emotional returns to beloved ‘mum’ after as long as one whole hour apart. This bit’s a no-

brainer as they say, for her. We don’t doubt that. 

From my perspective, it’s been really good for the rest of the family. I think they feel good about 

what we did. If they think back to what we might have done, expected by the vet, I think they will 

feel a frisson of horror at who we might have had to consider ourselves today. In similar 

circumstances, most dog-owners go for euthanasia. The story of Bonnie is not in any way a 

judgement on anyone else. How could it be? The circumstances are always unique. Often 

euthanasia is the kindest path for all concerned, including the dog. If Bonnie had been older, then 

anaesthesia might have killed her. If she had conditions which would kill her anyway, what point 

would there be in prolonging pain? If I had not been physically strong enough for the lifting or had 

struggled to manage the bladder expression, it might have failed. If Kirsty had not been strong 

enough for the intensive nursing and caring at the same time as everything else, we might have 

failed. We have done good things but mostly these have just flowed from decisions we made 

quickly as events unrolled with their own impetus. The decision to save her was well-made but by 

no means was it courageous. For it to be courageous, we’d have had to know everything that was 

to follow. If we had been able to imagine the work required, in its full intensity and physical strain, 

maybe it would have been courageous, but we didn’t know and did the right thing in blissful 

ignorance. So, looking back, the physical effort, day-after-day and year-after-year, looks 

impressive but by its very nature, spread over a long period it was experienced as just ordinary, 

everyday, nothing special. 

 

In simple terms, our lives are changed by increases in demand for money to pay for medical costs, 

increases in the demand for time to care for her and increases in the demand for physical and 

emotional energy to make it happen. We’ve got less money, less time and more tiredness but 

we’ve gained another purpose, self- esteem and a massively enhanced social status. Just for me, 

because this is one for the others to talk about themselves, I kind of like myself a wee bit better 

than I did. The reason for that is, I think, because I am a slightly better person just for doing this. 

Crucially, it’s the doing not the talking or thinking that matters. Only actions saved Bonnie. 

Empathetic words without actions would have mattered little. 

There are probably, effects of the decision to save Bonnie which go far beyond what I can 



 

imagine. I suspect that there is a hinterland of positive thinking emanating for miles beyond 

the dog in the wheels. Hundreds have seen her. Some may have been little-affected but many 

have made clear their emotional response. Who knows how far the ripple effects go. If 

somebody met Bonnie, then told a friend about it, what effect might thinking about Bonnie, 

have had on the third person, the fourth……? 

And remember, Bonnie is only one of millions of special characters out there. 

 

Chapter 19: A cat! You brought a frolicking cat into my house? 

 

That darn cat pretending innocence 

 

The Head of our non-human development strategy, or ‘getting pets’ as it’s better known, Anna, has 

been campaigning for some time. She wants a kitten. Head of Finance, me, has been putting his foot 

down on a regular basis. 

‘It’s wouldn’t be fair to Bonnie.’ ‘We’ve spent a fortune on Bonnie already.’ ‘We’ve already had two 

cats run over.’ ‘It would kill all the songbirds.’ 

 

Kirsty agrees with all the negative arguments. She doesn’t like cats…………..she bloody loves them! 

We’ve had four over the thirty years or so of marriage, before Bonnie. Two, Louie and Frisky, were 

long-lived, clever, family-oriented cats and their departing was a deep tragedy. I buried both in the 

garden, in the dark in, heavy rain. I won’t forget those evenings. 

 

For weeks, I continue to say no. Kirsty agrees with me in public but secretly, she and Anna are 

browsing the internet and drooling over photographs and descriptions of recently arrived litters, 

across Southern Scotland. ‘We’re just looking’, they say when I discover them at it, against my 



 

solemn wishes. How could they show such disrespect…for Bonnie? 

The market research starts in the late summer of 2013 and the Google bookmarks are evidence of 

a thorough piece of investigation. Toward December that year, the researchers are clearly close to 

selection of a female from a litter of wee ‘calico’ Glaswegians from an area called ‘The Milton’. 

The recruitment team-leader, Kirsty, makes arrangements to visit and put a deposit down (cash!). 

The kitten will of course repay us in full, over the years, with her own deposits. We set off on a 

gloomy evening and it’s getting dark by the time we reach Glasgow. I’ve got a map but get lost 

quite quickly. Hours later after, probably, a few near misses, we find the street. Just before that, I 

had driven into a filling station to get a better map. They do have a street map, of Edinburgh. Very 

useful in Glasgow, I mutter. Luckily, they know where the street is and direct me. 

As we approach the door, the mother of our cat, as it turns out, sees the opportunity to get back 

inside the house and rushes in front of us mewing her thanks. She’s a small, grey and white but 

otherwise unremarkable cat. We’re invited in and instantly meet the litter. Several of them 

charge back and forward along a slippery, polished wooden floor. Our selection, by contrast, is 

snoozing happily with one or two others, clearly trying to fool us into thinking she’s a quiet, mild- 

mannered and biddable wee soul. 

Kirsty asks the owner question after question while Anna picks up and cuddles the soon to be named 

‘Indie’. I hadn’t been involved in the naming and ask why, Indie? No, it’s not to do with the 

forthcoming Scottish Independence Referendum nor is it about Indie Music (Orange Juice, Teenage 

Fan Club and so on). Anna tells me it’s just about the kitten having an independent spirit. That will 

prove to be a good guess as we re-learn the difference between cats and dogs. 

We pick her up and take her home just in time to begin a series of attacks on the Christmas Tree. 

The first meeting with Bonnie is more ‘meh’ than ‘miaow’ as Indie investigates Bonnie and Bonnie 

looks into the middle distance as if to say: 

‘I’m not sure about this Christmas present. Perhaps you could take it back?’ 

Over the Christmas weeks, Indie investigates Bonnie and the dog looks away disinterested. There 

is no sign at this stage of growls or hisses. Indie spends every minute she can in the Christmas 

tree, often at the very top, jumping down when baubles are dropped and generally giving a 



 

dishevelled look to the whole thing. Most important, we think, there is little growling or hissing 

from either of them. If Indie gets too close when Bonnie is eating, she gives her a short half-

hearted snarl. Indie knows straight off what this means but already does not seem particularly 

anxious, coming straight back as soon as Bonnie turns away. Every day now Bonnie watches as 

Indie develops her awesome gymnastic tricks, leaping from door-tops to chairs bouncing off laps 

and sometimes cuffing (no claws) anyone or anything she passes at speed. Small soft objects are, 

of course, shredded in days. An early contrast with Bonnie is in the area of food tasting. 

Treats such as small pieces of chicken, or tuna are carefully sniffed before consumption and 

sometimes, rejection. This is new. Bonnie eats and gobbles instantly, everything offered. The 

only exceptions to this are our deliberate pranks, where we offer her citrus fruit. Indie’s 

reaction to the same, say a mandarin peel, is an incredible backwards leap and hair standing up. 

I don’t think she likes citrus fruit, do you? 

 

 

20. Two years of feline familiarisation later 

 

 

Well it’s fine. They’ve developed a relatively calm arrangement. They never fight and most 

importantly, Indie doesn’t harass or bully Bonnie. They don’t often express affection for each 

other, but I sense a kind of quiet affection because of one or two incidents I’ve been lucky 

enough to see. Best of all, I’d say is when Bonnie is sitting up, Indie walks under her chin and 

raises herself up on her back legs to rub her head on Bonnie’s chin. It happens once and Indie 

moves on, apparently satisfied. Bonnie accepts it without comment. Say Aaaaaaaaaah! It 

doesn’t seem like much as first, but it has happened before, and it will happen again. You had to 

be there. 



 

At other times we’ll find the two, lying side-by-side though not too close for either to 

tolerate. Not surprisingly Bonnie’s twice-daily feeding times were spotted by Indie and she 

wanders into the scene mewing and tail swishing in a big soft question mark. It’s still 

important for me that the reserved Bonnie gets her food first. Indie circles mewing but has 

to wait for her treat. And, I make her get up on her back legs to reach and hold my hand, no 

claws out mind! It is a pretty cute thing to see, of course, and she’s prepared to perform for 

some very tasty, and whiffy, treat biscuits. 

 

Sometimes Kirsty will give Bonnie one of Indie’s tiny treat biscuits. They really are miniscule, but 

it seems to matter to Bonnie and Indie shows no sign of jealousy. Indie has tried Bonnie’s food 

and treats and doesn’t like them. She is so picky she could be used as a food taster for a 

paranoid dictator worried about poisoning. 

Indie also joins in some of Bonnie’s exercise routines too. She’s a house cat and is walked on a 

lead in the back garden where no one can see us. Bonnie sometimes joins in so it’s quite a sight. 

In my case, imagine, in winter, a well-jacketed, well-fed man with a silver goatee beard, wearing 

a Russian ear-protective hat, and silver sprayed wellies while walking, sometimes running after, 

a calico cat and a disabled dog in wheels. See it? What a fine sight, worthy of Hollywood, I feel. 

 

There are also two white mini-lop rabbits, Cherry and Blossom, which I could have leashed to 

Bonnie’s carriage frame but that would just be silly wouldn’t it? They’re watching my parade 

from one of their two hutches. They have a winter hutch outside and another inside the shed. 

They have the shed to themselves, of course, after nibbling everything that was formerly in the 

shed including the wooden handles of metal tools! 

Remember the silver-spray painted wellies? No, I didn’t paint them to look even more stupid in the 

back garden. One of my sons painted them silver as part of a Tin Man fancy dress for Hallowe’en. 

They’re perfectly good wellies with years still in the soles so, no, I’m not buying new ones. 



 

 

 

‘Indie and the rabbits’ is an interesting wee side story. When we got them in 2009, I think, Bonnie 

was fascinated and lay watching them for hours on end. She never barked or growled at them, 

just watched them like you would TV. After a few months she lost interest and never regained it. 

They’re Anna’s rabbits. My interest in rabbits was low even before we got them and has since 

fallen further. Isn’t it a funny thing that predators are so likeable and prey animals are a bit 

boring? Is it dogs and cats or cows and sheep? I know some people have pet sheep but, really, 

how many and what percentage of the number of dog or cat owners? Maybe if the rabbits liked 

me it’d be different, but I clearly scare them to death and my caress clearly disgusts them. When I 

carry them from the indoor to the outdoor run, they freeze and when I let them go they dart off, 

kicking furiously and shivering with apparent disgust – ‘yeeeuch he smells like a carnivore!’ 

Indie likes them, and they seem OK with her. Doesn’t she smell like a carnivore? Her food and poo 

poos smell pretty bad to me yet Cherry and Blossom tolerate her presence even quite close-up. 

She’s fascinated but then she is the classic curious cat. Recently she repeated the, often filmed and 

posted online, cautious approach to the computer’s printer then the physically impossible, vertical 

take-off leap back as the printer spat out a sheet of paper in her direction. 

Now as I write this bit, in November 2015, there has been a sad development. Cherry, the smaller 

and slightly friendlier rabbit has passed away, peacefully, in her sleep. It’s a cliché, I know, but we 

don’t remember her seeming particularly unwell other than in a very short period of not eating 

biscuits but still scoffing special treats like broccoli stems. Blossom has been in the house more 

often and spent some time with Indie. 

 

As before, Blossom tolerates Indie but retreats grumpily from my (well-washed) hands.  This may 

be a new period for both as they get to know each other more. To me, Blossom seems unlikely to 

develop into a buddy for Indie. Indie probably doesn’t want a special buddy either. She’s her own 



 

woman. 

 

Chapter 21: December 2015, the Fourth Anniversary of a dog’s life on 

wheels 

 

 

First things first, she’s alive and quite well it seems. I didn’t want to finish this book after she had 

passed away. I probably wouldn’t have managed it. Too many books follow on from death and 

leave you in sorrow. As I write this bit, on the 22nd of December 2015, as she approaches 12 years 

of age and four years with the wheels, she may be slowing a little but she flirted today with a well-

built Labrador and made a huge fuss of my wife who admittedly had left her alone with me for a 

good hour and a half. That would make anyone cry. 

This story is not finished yet, but it can’t go on forever. The trick will be to live for the day. When it 

comes, we’ll know its time but it’s not time yet! 

 

Take care everyone 

 

Chapter 22: Much later in October 2018 

 

I haven’t been able to write anything for some time. You know what’s coming. In November 2016, I 

became ill. Bonnie was still trundling, if a little more slowly. It happened while I was in hospital only 

days before Christmas. I was able to come home for the visit by the vet.  



 

It’s nearly 2am as I return to finish the book, a second time. 

She had stopped eating, could hardly get up. There was blood in her nose. She struggled to breathe. 

We gave her the most ridiculous treats and, sometimes, her love of food came back. We delayed until 

we knew it was the end. The vet had known days before but waited patiently. 

As I recovered in May 2018 I began walking a friend’s Border Terrier puppy. A few days ago, an 

American asked me what breed she was. On hearing he said: ‘A border terrier? Donald Trump would 

love those!’ 

Unlike Bonnie, she is fast and feisty and, as is right, loves her owners more than me. 

Another Bonnie? I don’t know.  

 

 


