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Truth and Lies

This is the true story of the journey of John Hawkins (that’s me) and our dog Mouse, from way up north to way down south. You’ve probably heard a mention of it before, but the people who tell the news, they don’t tell it right. I never knew that before, until I heard how they told our story. They got all sorts wrong, and it made me mad.

My mum said that everyone knows the news people always get it wrong. You hear famous people moaning about it all the time. She said, some of the time they just make mistakes, but mostly it’s because they tell the story they want to tell, or the story people want to hear.

I thought about that and realised it was true, I was always hearing famous people complaining the news stories about them were wrong, and maybe I just hadn’t believed them. And it’s true that people like the most crazy story, as long as they can believe it. Like, ‘Joe had a new bike for Christmas’ won’t exactly race around the school, but ‘Joe had a new bike for Christmas but everyone knows his dad stole it’ will. Even if the more exciting version isn’t true. But ‘Joe had a new bike for Christmas and aliens delivered it to his door’ won’t work; the person trying to pass that one on is likely to get either no reaction or some pain.

And I worked out long ago that bit about people not believing stuff they don’t want to hear. Sometimes they just act like they haven’t heard. Sometimes they call you a liar. For them, anything is better than trying to believe something they don’t understand.

An example of this is when my brother Tom saw a ghost. Not ‘saw’ exactly, because we were leaving a church after a wedding and he was walking a little way ahead, chatting away to someone he thought was a relative, walking next to him. He said afterwards he just vaguely noticed it was a man, in a suit, but when you’re walking alongside someone, you don’t really look at them. We saw him talking to himself, and we called to him, and he looked back at us, and then all around, and asked where the guy had gone.

Mum didn’t like it, I could tell, and said Tom must have been imagining things. Tom and I realised later it must have been a ghost. But people don’t like ghosts – why, I don’t know. Tom said this guy was perfectly friendly before he vanished; though, when he thought about it, he hadn’t actually said anything back to Tom. So we shut up about it after that.

We also dreamed the same dreams some nights. We found we even sometimes got each other’s dreams by mistake, though we couldn’t think why – we’re not twins or anything; Tom’s two years older. Like one day Tom had been playing ball with his mate and that night I had the dream of doing the same thing, but I could tell it was Tom, not me, and in the dream he was irritated about something that wasn’t fair. I found this a bit of a boring dream, and told him off the next day, and said could he keep his dreams out of my dreams, which were much better than his.

Tom said he’d had one about my ant farm being tipped over; but he wasn’t interested in the ant farm, and if I’d keep my dreams, he’d try and keep his.

We never worked out why this happened, and of course, there wasn’t really anything we could do about it. But we didn’t tell people – including Mum – because we’d tried before, and they seemed to get cross with us, or think we were lying.

The same sort of thing was true about Mouse. Mouse had been a puppy when we were young, and she was called Mouse because she had squeaked like one. Of course, me and Tom, we understood everything she said and she felt the same. We could talk out loud to her or just by thinking the words, and we’d hear her talk right back, in our heads. She was just a person like anyone – maybe a bit cleverer than most – who happened to have paws and fur and so on; she could run faster and play ball better than both of us.

We found out, as we got older, that we could talk with most dogs, though it took a little more time and effort, as other dogs weren’t used to doing this with humans. But we slowly realised that other people thought ‘dog’ like they thought ‘cabbage’; it was another species entirely that you couldn’t communicate with or anything. When Mouse did stuff, they said we’d trained her. If the tough kids think you’re lying, you’re liable for a beating, so we kept quiet, but it was hard, because it seemed unfair on Mouse. The good thing was, Tom pointed out, she really didn’t care. She had humans all sized up, and if she could cope with their small brain limitation, so could we.

Now, the reason I’m writing this is because Mum said, what you can do is write the truth yourself. Some of these famous people do that and call it an autobiography, or memoirs. Then you get your say. So that’s what I’m doing. And I don’t lie, so all this really is true. Well, sometimes you’ll see I had to cover myself with a story or two, on my journey, but I’m not hiding that from you, and like I said, sometimes you have to go along with people and tell them what they want to hear.

The truth of the story is, me and Mouse made the journey to save my brother, Tom. But the newspapers wouldn’t understand that. You’ll maybe have just heard about me ‘running away with a pet dog’ and so on. Me and Mouse and Tom, we knew the truth, but no one seemed to listen. Now it’s different. That’s why I’m writing this.

We lived with our mum, way up north, like I said, in a rickety old house all by itself, with small windows and low doors, because it was built long, long ago and I suppose it never fell down and no one bothered to build a new one.

Back when the house was born, people found it hard to heat houses and also they were smaller in height (the people, I mean) so that’s why the windows were small, to keep the heat in, and you had to watch your head on the ceiling. The walls were thick – again, this was supposed to keep the heat in – but it made the place even smaller on the inside and the place was always cold, just the same.

We weren’t too far away from the little village, which was lucky, because though we had a few sheep and chickens and grew fruit and vegetables, Mum needed to work, for our clothes and the heating and so on, and the old car. We didn’t use it very much, but she said she liked to have it in case of an emergency, because we were a long way from the nearest hospital, and it worried her, being so far away from everything.

The mountains rose up away behind us; the few houses in the village and scattered around like ours were built on either stony, thin soil, or marshy, peat soil. We had the stony kind, which Mum said was better for the sheep, to avoid foot rot, but not so good for putting any weight on the lambs or for growing the vegetables.

People came sometimes from far away to look at the mountains, and climb them too. No one local did; everyone knew they were dangerous, and a person could easily slip and fall and be killed. Mum pointed out that the little graveyard was mostly full of visitors; they had the best headstones, I noticed. So me and Tom and Mouse sneaked off secretly when we went climbing and exploring, so as not to worry her. You saw the best birds and all kinds of things up on the mountain and, after all, what else was there to do?

Mum probably worried so much about us slipping off a mountain and the possible-emergency-being-far-from-a-hospital thing, because Dad had died in an accident when Mouse was a pup, I was about six, and Tom was eight. Of course, Dad didn’t slip off a mountain, nor was he far from a hospital at the time – which did him no good anyway – but that’s not how Mum’s brain works.

Dad was a clever man, from the south, and both these things seemed to be viewed with a bit of suspicion by locals, Gran (my mum’s mum), and even possibly Mum. He had lots of ‘learning’ – degrees I think – in things which were of no use when he came up here to the north with Mum. He had to work in the nearest big town, and then it was just piling up boxes in a factory, and he’d just been moved up to being able to drive the forklift, when someone overstacked the piles of boxes and they fell on him, and he was crushed to death.

Mum always seemed a bit cross with him, for this; Gran used to say, ‘And what good did all that learning do him then?’ in a satisfied way, which again, doesn’t make much sense, but you just had to keep quiet and go with it. Certainly, it left Mum in a bit of a mess, with two young kids and animals and vegetables and all, out in the middle of nowhere; though I don’t suppose Dad went and got crushed on purpose, and in any case, we thought she was the one who’d wanted to live there. It’s lucky we were fairly close to the village, and maybe people were a bit sorry for her, so that she got the plum job working in the only shop, which kept us going.

It wasn’t great, but it was a life, and like lots of things, you only realise you’re happy like that when the thing comes along which threatens to tear it all apart for ever.

The thing was bigger than the great mountains which towered up behind our house and pierced the clouds in the sky, but it wasn’t beautiful, or solid, like them, and no one else could see it unless you told them it was there. Then they saw it too, and their faces went white, and the shock closed up their mouths. It was slimy and dark and you couldn’t get a hold of it, there was no way to deal with it. It was the monster of all your nightmares, and it was called The Diagnosis.
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The Diagnosis

It’s hard to remember when we really noticed Tom becoming properly ill. He seemed to have a bug, then one after the other, then it became hard to see a gap between them, and him getting better. He was always poorly, and became less fun. His dreams were of spiders running all over him and, sharing them, I woke in a sweat, swatting at the bedcovers.

I remember the day he stood up and just went down again, folded at the knees, flump on the floor. Mum picked him up almost without saying anything, put him in the car, and I crawled in alongside him. We were all silent as she battled with ignition and accelerator – the old car was always a bit unhappy about starting – but today it seemed, like us, to know she meant business, and spluttered into life out of fear.

I sat in the waiting room, as Tom and Mum swept into the doctor’s surgery ahead of everyone else, Joan the receptionist helping to carry Tom in.

I waited for what seemed an age, feeling a bit forgotten but not minding, because I knew Tom was most important at the moment. Then the doctor stuck his snowy white head out of the door of his room and called Joan. She bustled past again into the room, and was out in a moment, heading for her phone. I heard her call an ambulance and my middle suddenly felt empty and my feet as if they were stuck to the floor.

Suddenly, she looked across at me, and put a smile over the worry on her face.

‘Don’t worry, John,’ she said, ‘it’s not as bad as all that. The doctor just wants some tests done that he can’t do here, and he thought it would be easier for your mum if the ambulance took Tom to hospital, instead of your car making the big journey.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I wanted to know if me and Mum would go in the ambulance too, but I didn’t know if that was allowed. Then Mum came out of the doctor’s room and she looked at me like she had found herself on another planet, and most surprising of all, I was there.

Joan looked across at her. ‘Is there anyone I can call who could take John for you?’

‘Um, that’s an idea. And the car, I don’t know what to do about that …’

‘The car would be fine here till you can collect it.’

‘I want to come,’ I said firmly. For one thing, Tom would rather I was there. For another, riding in an ambulance would be a first.

‘No, no,’ said Mum, shaking her head. ‘The state of the hospital, you’ll probably end up catching something too. Besides, I expect we’ll have to sit and wait for hours to be seen. Very boring for you. There’s Gran, I suppose …’

So that’s how it ended up. Joan was kind enough to run me to Gran’s house, which could be a bit boring, but I didn’t mind today. She looked smaller than ever, but she gave me an extra big bone-breaking hug, and rubbed her soft cheek against mine. Then she got out the crayons and paper I’d played with since I was about two, and we didn’t say much while I coloured and coloured, as carefully as I could, as if it might be the last time I did that, as if maybe Tom’s life depended on it, and we waited and waited, with the smell of furniture polish as heavy in the house as the thunk, thunk of the big old clock.

Gran bustled around every so often, making cups of tea, washing up, cooking us a big stew as night came pressing at the windows. I drew the curtains against the dark, and cleared the grate of cold ashes, and made up a fire. We ate slowly, in old armchairs with worn patches in the brown fabric of the arms, the gold of the firelight making everything seem rich, warm. Gran sighed, ‘Ah, well,’ every now and then, and ruffled my hair once or twice as she carried a plate away.

Finally, the bell of the phone smacked the silence out of its way, and you knew by its tone that it was important. Gran got to it in a curious way, as if she wanted to hurry, but was trying not to.

She listened, she asked questions, looking at me as she did so, and speaking clearly so I could hear. ‘They’re keeping him in? How long for? Ah, just overnight … what tests? Oh. Do they have an idea? No, they don’t like to worry people, I know. Well, that’s right, my dear, he’s in the best place. John’s fine, no trouble, eaten up all his tea…’ with a wink at me, as I had a big pile of stew left cold in the bowl on my lap … ‘So he can sleep here, and we’ll see you both tomorrow …’ she smiled at me to make sure I’d got the last bit.

‘He’ll be back home tomorrow, they’re only keeping him in to do some tests. So that’s good.’

‘Then he’ll be better?’ I asked.

‘The tests are to find what’s wrong with him. When they get the results, well, then they’ll really know what’s the best treatment and medicine, and then he should get better. Might take a while, John. You’ll have to be patient.’

But, to cut a long story short, when Tom came home, and the doctors looked at the test results, it wasn’t quite that simple. Tom was mostly in bed, tired all the time and bored out of his mind. I told him what Gran had said. ‘They find what’s the matter – that’s the diagnosis – then they pick the right medicine, then you’ll be better. Not long to wait.’ And Mouse came in with her whiskery eyebrows all quizzical and asked what he was doing in bed all day, and teased him by sneezing in his ear and trying to lick his feet. Then she went a bit serious when we told her, and curled up on the floor looking worried, and said she’d wait there for the diagnosis.

Mum had to go back to the hospital to hear it, risking the car, and when she came back home she’d got Gran with her – she must have picked her up on the way. Mum was all bleary and red around the eyes, and Gran was doing her ‘in control’ thing, but it was scary to see the shake in her hand which gave her away. The diagnosis was that Tom would have to have lots of horrible medicine, and go to the hospital a lot, and it would take a long time before he was better.

We had to get a bit firm with Mum to spit out the whole truth of it. What they really meant was, if Tom got better. He might not get better at all. No, they didn’t mean he’d stay ill if he didn’t get better. He would die.

All of us ended up somehow cross with someone, and crying, all of us, that is, except Tom, who didn’t look that surprised, and as usual, just looked very tired. ‘Tom, you’ll be all right,’ I said to him firmly, sniffing and wiping the back of my hand across my nose. ‘I’m sorry the medicine will be horrible, but it’ll work.’

Gran’s voice wobbled. ‘Of course Tom will be all right,’ she said, patting his hand. ‘Everyone knows that fighters pull through. Tom is tough and a fighter, aren’t you? The main thing is to keep cheerful, keep the spirits up.’

‘Yes,’ Tom said, ‘I’ve read about it. Scientifically proven. So you’d better all stop crying around me and start cracking a few jokes.’

Mum suddenly looked down at Mouse, who had jumped up to say hello to everyone when they came in, listened worriedly to the diagnosis, and now wound herself into a sable curl next to Tom’s bed again.

‘Oh dear,’ said Mum, and looked at Gran, ‘there’s another thing. Tom mustn’t have any risk of infection around him while he’s being treated. They say the dog has to go.’

Me and Tom looked at her in horror. Mouse said she knew it, she’d known it all along, and pushed her black leather nose tighter into her white-socked paws.

‘Go where?’ Tom squeaked.

‘We’ll find her a good home, I’m sure,’ said Mum.

‘Didn’t you say the hospital was full of bugs anyway?’ I asked, outraged. ‘That place must be far more dangerous than poor old Mouse!’
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