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        The tale of Bravo and Smoke.

        A cat and a dog

        As alike as a hippo and bright green frog

        Smoke was a cat with only three legs

        Whilst Bravo was blind

        As blind as boiled eggs.

        Bravo and Smoke

        Became best of friends,

        The friendship that binds

        And can never be broken,

        They helped each other

        To live and be free

        It all goes to show

        If cats and dogs can be mates,

        Why can’t the world

        Live without hate?

        Let’s give it a try

        Before it’s too late.

        If Bravo and Smoke

        Can be best of friends,

        Why can’t we

        Be civilised too.

        When all it takes is a smile

        And a ‘how do you do?’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 BEING THE TALE (AND TAIL) OF BRAVO


          A SAD AND SORRY STORY OF REJECTION

        

      

    

    
      Porky Paul climbed down from his bike, lifted Bravo out of the bag, looked around to make sure that nobody was watching and dropped him over the fence. He then got back on his bike and rode off back home.

      Bravo landed safely on his feet but had no idea where he was. He did not know what he was supposed to do or where he was supposed to go.

      Standing where he had been dropped, Bravo listened and sniffed, turning his head this way and that, trying to make sense of his situation.

      ‘Hello,’ a voice behind him said.

      He turned around, nose held high, wondering who had spoken to him, trying to locate the source of the voice.

      It was a friendly voice, he thought, but it was not a voice he had heard before.

      The speaker, a cat, looked at Bravo in some amazement as his head turned this way and that.

      ‘I’m here, can’t you see me? I’m not invisible.’

      ‘No, no, I can’t see anything.’

      ‘You can’t see anything? Are you blind?’ the cat asked kindly.

      ‘Yes, I’m blind. I always have been. I have never seen anything.’

      ‘Oh dear, I’m sorry,’ said the cat.

      Bravo was a handsome young cocker spaniel, a well-mannered, lovely, loyal dog who only wanted to be loved for what he was: a young dog who was blind.

      All puppies are born blind and deaf, but these senses develop as a puppy grows and thrives. After five or six weeks, most puppies can usually see and hear; however, whilst Bravo had very good—in fact, excellent—hearing, his sight never developed.

      Nevertheless, despite his blindness, Bravo was ever happy, ever friendly and always pleased to greet you, tail wagging wildly.

      He was the youngest, and the smallest, of eight puppies born to his mother, Poppy, whilst the eldest and largest of the puppies was Alpha, a greedy bully, forever attacking Bravo and stealing his food.

      Bravo’s humans were Mr and Mrs Blathers, their son Paul and daughter Bernice. Bernice was kind and gentle, whereas Bravo could sense that Paul was not so kind, a greedy bully, very much like Alpha.

      As Bravo gradually moved further and further away from the cupboard under the stairs where he and the other puppies had been born, he built up a map of the ground floor of the house in his mind as he bumped and bashed into doors and chairs and table legs.

      As his siblings grew and prospered, gaining their sight and hearing, they were allowed out into the very large garden, and Bravo followed them, quickly finding his way, building up a mental map of the walls and fences, where there were trees and stones, paths, lawns and flowerbeds. He bumped into the garden chairs and table only once and now was always able to avoid them.

      Bravo became so adept at finding his way around by smell and touch that only Bernice realised that he was blind. However, nobody else took any notice of her when she told them. That is, until the day he went missing.

      Bravo would often go wandering around on his own, somewhere in the house or garden, but he always came back, tail wagging cheerfully as usual. But not this time. And nobody realised that he had gone astray. Not even Bernice.

      Mr Blathers, whose job it was to feed the dogs, failed to notice that one of the puppies was missing. But then, Mr Blathers, a man as round as he was tall (very round about the waist because no food goes to waste), hardly ever noticed anything, being too fearful of Mrs Blathers (who was short, scrawny and thin, who never felt a reason to grin) to notice anything that she had not given him prior approval to notice.

      And Bravo’s mother, Poppy, with seven other rollicking, rambunctious puppies to look after, did not realise that he was missing either.

      The day that Bravo went missing was also Paul’s 16 th birthday, and these two events are inadvertently connected.

      Paul was like his father, very round about the waist. He was a very loud and not very bright boy who was called Porky Paul by his friends (and by lots of people who weren’t his friends). He had been given a new red bicycle by his parents and he wanted to show it off to his best friend Alan—actually, his only friend. He wheeled the bike down the garden path, opened the garden gate, got onto his bike and sped off down the road. But, in his haste, he forgot to shut the garden gate behind him, just as Bravo wandered around and came across the open gate.

      This was a new and exciting adventure for Bravo as he confidently walked out of the garden and into the great big world outside—a great big world full of hundreds of stimulating new smells and dozens of exhilarating new sounds.

      Nose to the ground, he wandered along, stopped to sniff a lamppost and learned that other dogs—several dogs, in fact—had wee-ed against the lamppost, and so he did the same.

      He quickly learned that roads are dangerous places, where large, noisy, metal and smoke-emitting monsters roared past, and so he kept to the pavements as he followed the enticing new smells.

      He wandered up and down hilly streets, past houses and shops, finding his way into a small park where there were the smells of happy children, of watchful adults and more trees, many, many more trees. He came upon a small stream, got his paws wet and quickly splashed back onto dry land and carried on exploring.

      He had no sense of time, did not understand what the ringing of distant bells meant, and it was not until he felt hungry that he decided it was time to head back home. It was dark, but of course he did not realise that.

      Then it started raining—large, heavy drops of rain—and the wind was growing stronger by the minute.

      His memory smell map was good, but even so, in the wet and wind, he took several wrong turns before he found himself back at the garden gate, which was by now closed.

      He barked and barked and barked, but a small dog—really still only a puppy—does not have a very loud voice, and he was about to give up and settle down for a nap when the gate opened.

      It was Bernice who had finally heard him, saying, ‘Listen, there’s a puppy barking at the garden gate,’ but Paul just sneered at her and said that she was ‘just a stupid girl who was hearing things.’ Bernice, who was a very tall, very thin, very clever girl, did not much like her brother. Because she was so tall and thin, he called her Beanpole. He would kick her shins under the table, twist her arms, pull her hair or punch her in the back, but because he was older and stronger than her, there was very little she could do to stop him.

      ‘No, listen,’ she said again firmly. ‘There is a puppy barking by the garden gate.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid, Beanpole,’ Paul sneered again, poking her in the ribs.

      She took no notice of him (she never did). She counted the puppies and there were only seven of them. So she ran out into the garden, found the soaking wet Bravo and carried him inside.

      It has to be said that at this point, Mr Blathers, Mrs Blathers and Porky Paul still had no idea that Bravo was blind, however many times Bernice told them.

      ‘Of course he’s not blind,’ Mrs Blathers said.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Mr Blathers said.

      ‘You’re just a stupid girl; how would you know if he’s blind?’ Porky Paul said, poking her in the ribs.

      Bernice dried Bravo with a towel, set him down on the kitchen floor and, as she walked back into the front room where the rest of the Blathers were watching television, Bravo followed her, using his sense of smell and the memorised map in his mind.

      ‘See,’ Paul said, pointing a stubbly finger at Bravo. ‘If he was blind, how could he walk in here without bumping into things?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Blathers (who always took Paul’s side in any argument between son and daughter). ‘How could he walk in here without bumping into things?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mr Blathers (who always agreed with whatever Mrs Blathers said). ‘Don’t be ridiculous, of course he’s not blind.’

      ‘He memorises things. He remembers where the coffee table is, he knows where the settee is, he knows where the TV stand is and where Daddy’s armchair is, and he always knows where Paul is because he smells,’ Bernice answered firmly, hands on hips and elbows out.

      ‘Why, you cheeky little… little Beanpole. I’ll knock your head off for you,’ Paul said, struggling to get to his feet to carry out his threats, but then decided that the effort of getting to his feet was not worth it and shook his fist at her instead.

      ‘Look,’ Bernice said. ‘I’ll show you,’ and ran back into the kitchen and found some doggy treats. ‘Here, Bravo,’ she said, holding a treat out in her hand. Bravo came trotting over, but just as he was about to take the treat in his mouth, Bernice threw it to one side, where Alpha quickly gobbled it up (in manners, greed and build, Alpha took after Porky Paul; he even waddled the same way, as if copying him).

      Bravo, of course, could not see where the treat had gone and still sniffed around Bernice’s hand.

      She did the same thing five or six times. Each time, Bravo was unable to follow the flight of the treat to wherever she threw it, until finally Mrs Blathers said, ‘Yeees, maybe he is blind. Maybe.’

      ‘Yeees, maybe he’s blind. Maybe,’ Mr Blathers echoed.

      ‘Yeah, maybe he’s blind, but I’m still gonna get you,’ said Porky Paul.

      ‘What shall we do?’ asked Mr Blathers. The only decision he ever took was to decide which socks to wear that day (and even then, Mrs Blathers might tell him to go and change them as being the wrong colour). All other decisions Mr Blathers left to Mrs Blathers (he did not do anything else or express any other opinion but hers).

      ‘We’ll have to take him to the vets, I suppose. Get him checked out,’ Mrs Blathers said eventually.

      ‘Yes, that’s it, we’ll take him to the vets,’ said Mr Blathers, as if it was his own decision.

      ‘Why? It’s no good to anybody. Who wants a blind dog? He can’t chase a stick or catch a ball,’ said Porky Paul.

      ‘Don’t be cruel,’ hissed Bernice.

      ‘If we had a proper dog like an Alsatian or a Rottweiler, I’d set them on you.’

      ‘Now, now, you two,’ Mrs Blathers said, ‘and Bernice, stop tormenting your brother; you know how sensitive he is.’

      At which Porky Paul stuck out his tongue, put both of his forefingers in his mouth and pulled his cheeks apart.

      Bernice ignored him and knelt down to comfort the bemused Bravo as Alpha, munching on the last treat he had extracted from underneath the settee, laughed at him.

      The next morning, Mr and Mrs Blathers took Bravo to the vets. Bernice went along too, holding Bravo in her arms, but Porky Paul didn’t go with them. He complained that it was too far to walk from the car park. From the car park to the Bungles and Grot Veterinary Clinic (Unregistered), it is at least thirty metres, so his reluctance to walk that far is completely understandable.

      After giving their names, address, email addresses, telephone numbers, dates of birth, blood types, skin tissues and bank details, including all relevant passcodes and PIN numbers, Mrs Blathers said to Mr Bungles, the vet, ‘We think he might be blind.’

      ‘Does that mean he can’t see anything?’ he asked.

      ‘Well, duh, of course it means he can’t see anything,’ Bernice said, earning herself a scowl from Mrs Blathers for talking out of turn.

      ‘In that case, I’d better have a look, hadn’t I? Which is more than he can do, isn’t it?’ Mr Bungles said with a laugh and a gruesome grin.

      After weighing Bravo, taking his temperature (a thermomotor up his bum), his blood pressure and taking blood, wee and poo samples, telling his assistant, Ghastly Gladys Grot, to ‘send them to the lab’ (not really necessary, but it helps to inflate the bill), Mr Bungles then pulled Bravo’s tongue from his mouth and scraped it with a wooden scraper, rattled his teeth whilst muttering some nonsense that the nerves in his teeth were connected to the nerves in his eyes. Total rubbish.

      Mr Bungles then shone a torch into Bravo’s eyes, who of course could not blink. He then scribbled something important onto an official-looking form and passed it to Gladys, who looked at the important-looking form and said, ‘Yes, Mr Bungles, I agree completely,’ which is the only thing she ever said. If he had said, ‘There are Martians swimming in the toilet bowl,’ she would have gone to have a look and said, ‘Yes, Mr Bungles, I completely agree.’ (The important-looking form was in fact Mr Bungles’ shopping list, reading: one pair of tartan underpants, one bottle of Folics Guaranteed Hair Growth Serum and a nose-hair trimmer.)

      He looked into Bravo’s ears, tut-tutted as if there was something seriously amiss, pushed a pencil-sized torch into Bravo’s left ear and then looked into his right ear to see if any light shone through.

      He then lifted Bravo’s tail and inserted the pencil torch into his bum, opened his mouth to again see if any torchlight could be seen.

      Mr Bungles then sat back on a stool and held his chin in his hand, as if thinking what else he could do to try to solve the riddle of Bravo’s predicament, whereas, in fact, he was thinking of more ways to boost the invoice.

      At last, he turned to Ghastly Gladys and said, ‘Miss Grot, I think we should try the disencumborator.’

      ‘Yes, Mr Bungles, I agree completely,’ she answered, and from a drawer she took out various stainless steel instruments and neatly laid them all out on the desktop, assorting them in height from the largest to the smallest, and from this glittering array passed Mr Bungles… a dessert spoon.

      The vet pulled on some surgical gloves (another item to be added to the bill) and began tapping the spoon on Bravo’s head, as if to loosen anything that might be blocking his sight.

      Finally, Mr Bungles walked over to the medical cupboard and took out a curious device. It was shaped like a bicycle helmet, with a lot of different coloured bulbs around the brim, and he strapped it onto Bravo’s head and pushed a button to get it started. It buzzed and hummed and vibrated, the coloured lights flashed on and off and, to the rear, a strip of paper with wavy lines began to print out.

      The machine, gadget, instrument, device — whatever it was (certainly Mr Bungles had no idea what it was or how it worked, but it looked impressive to the client and added nicely to the bill) — finally stopped humming and buzzing and flashing, and Mr Bungles tore off the strip of paper but forgot to unstrap the thing from Bravo’s head.

      He studied the strip of paper intensively, took off his glasses, polished them on the bottom of Ghastly Gladys’s blouse and, with a sad and solemn face, turned to the Blathers and said, ‘In my medical opinion, and from veterinary experience gained over many years in practice, I can almost firmly state that I believe this dog to be blind, unsighted and with no discernible vision in either eye.’

      ‘We know all that,’ said Mrs Blathers, ‘but what are you going to do about it?’

      ‘We know all that,’ echoed Mr Blathers, ‘but what are you going to do about it?’
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