
        
            
                
            
        

    Matty Doolin
by Catherine Cookson
(Adapted book. Elementary level)
 
Chapter 1. Matty and Nelson
 
‘Now, Doolin, what are you going to do?’ said Mr Funnell. ‘You’re fifteen and you’re leaving school in three weeks’ time. Have you got any plans for a job?’
Matty Doolin looked at his feet. He was a big, strong boy who wasn’t afraid of fighting, but he found it difficult to talk. He could never find the right words.
‘I don’t know, sir. My Dad wants me to get a job in ship-building, like him.’
Mr Funnell was a teacher, but he also helped the children to find jobs when they left school.
‘Well, that’s a good job, isn’t it?’ He waited, but Matty was silent. ‘Don’t you want to do that, then?’
‘No, sir.’ Matty’s face was unhappy. ‘I want ... I want to work with animals. I’ve always wanted to do that.’
‘Why don’t you get a job on a farm?’ said Mr Funnell.
‘You don’t know my Dad, sir.’ Now Matty found the words to explain his troubles. ‘He says I’m stupid. There are no farms near here and he says I can’t go away and live and work on a farm because my Mum says I can’t leave home when I’m only fifteen.’
Mr Funnell looked at Matty kindly. ‘Well, talk to your parents again. Explain to them how you feel. Then, if they agree, I can help you to find a job on a farm.’ But Matty wasn’t very good at explaining his feelings, and he was already in trouble at home because of his dog Nelson, and because of the camping holiday.
The camping holiday was Willie’s plan. He, Matty, and Joe were best friends. When school finished, they wanted to go camping in the hills before they all had to begin work. But Matty’s parents said that Matty couldn’t go-
That Friday afternoon the three boys walked home from school together.
‘Can’t you ask your Mum and Dad again about the camping?’ said Joe. ‘Willie and I can’t go without you.’
‘It’s no good,’ said Matty angrily. ‘They won’t listen. They just say that it’s too dangerous for us to go camping in the hills by ourselves. And they’re angry with me because of Nelson, too. They say that Nelson’s got to go.’
‘Why don’t you find another home for him?’ said Willie. ‘He’s not really your dog, is he? You found him in the street and you’ve only had him for a few weeks.’ But Joe and Willie didn’t understand how Matty felt about animals. Matty really loved Nelson. It was true that Nelson was not a beautiful dog. He was old, had a bad leg, and couldn’t see very well in one eye. But he loved Matty as much as Matty loved him. It was also true that he was a noisy dog. When he was in the small back garden, he barked all day long until Matty came home. All the people in the street were very angry about the noise.
And that evening there was more trouble for Matty. When he got in, his mother was waiting for him in the kitchen.
‘Just look at what your dog’s done now,’ she cried angrily. ‘I took my eyes off him for ten minutes, and he tried to eat my hat and your father’s best shoes! Look!’
Matty looked at the half-eaten things on the table, then at his mother’s red, angry face. ‘Oh Mum, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But it’s only because Nelson’s lonely and-’
‘He’s got to go, Matty! Do you understand? I don’t know what your father will say about these shoes.’
Matty knew very well what his father would say. Mr Doolin was a short, heavy man with grey hair and a strong face. He had kind eyes, but he could get angry quickly.
‘Right! That’s it!’ he said when he came home from work. ‘That dog leaves the house tomorrow, my boy.’
Matty was sitting by the fire with Nelson at his feet. He put his hand on the dog’s head, and decided to say nothing. Perhaps his father would feel differently in the morning. A bit later he tried to ask again about the camping holiday, but the answer was the same. No.
Suddenly Matty got angry. ‘I’m nearly sixteen,’ he said to his father, ‘and I can’t go camping, and I can’t keep my dog. So don’t be surprised if I run away from home!’
‘Don’t talk to me like that, boy!’ his father said.
He took hold of Matty’s arm, but Mrs Doolin said quickly, ‘There’s no need to start a fight. Now come and sit down at the table, both of you, and have your tea.’

*   *   *

On Saturday morning Matty got up very early and quietly left the house. He decided to stay out all day. ‘If I’m not here,’ he thought, ‘they can’t tell me to take Nelson away. And perhaps by this evening...’
He walked round the town, went down to the beach, and went to the cinema. When he got back to his street, it was five o’clock. It was usually very quiet on a Saturday afternoon, but now there were little groups of people there. They were all looking at two men who were shouting. One of the men was Matty’s father. What was wrong? His father never shouted at people in the street!
Suddenly one of the women there saw Matty. ‘Ah, poor Matty,’ she said.
What was wrong? Was his mother ill?
Matty pushed through the crowd to get to his father.
‘You were driving too fast!’ Mr Doolin was shouting.
‘Look,’ the man answered. ‘I didn’t kill anybody. It was only a dog!’
Then Mr Doolin saw Matty. ‘Oh, Matty!’ he said. And he put his arm round his son and took him into the house.
Mrs Doolin was sitting at the kitchen table. Her face was in her hands and she was crying. She looked up at her son. ‘Oh, Matty!’ she said.
‘Where is he?’ Matty asked.
‘Outside.’
Matty turned and ran from the room. Nelson was lying in the garden with blood all over him. His eyes were closed, but he opened them when he heard Matty’s voice. Then he tried to get up, but he couldn’t move his legs. Matty lay down next to him. He stayed there, and held Nelson’s head in his hands until the dog died.
Matty’s father pulled him to his feet, but Matty turned and went back into the kitchen. His mother was still crying. ‘Oh, Matty,’ she said, ‘I didn’t want Nelson to die like this. I was angry with you because you stayed out all day, and the dog was barking ... I pushed him out into the street. I’m so sorry, Matty, so sorry.’
She stopped and waited for Matty to speak - but he could say nothing to help her. He went upstairs and lay down on his bed. ‘Nelson ran out to look for me,’ he thought. ‘He didn’t see the car, and then . .
The door opened and Mr Doolin came in. ‘Your mother’s very unhappy,’ he said quietly. ‘She thinks that Nelson died because of her. She carried him back to the house herself. Why didn’t you do what we told you to do? Why...’ Mr Doolin stopped then, because he saw that his son was crying.
Matty did not go to school on Monday, and got into trouble on Tuesday for that. He was silent and unhappy all the time, at home and at school. His mother cooked all his favourite food every day, but Matty wasn’t interested.
On the Wednesday of his last week at school, he came home, went in through the back door - and stopped in surprise. The kitchen was full of camping things - on the floor, the table, everywhere. Then he heard a laugh behind the door, and Joe and Mrs Doolin came in. ‘Hey, Matty, isn’t it exciting?’ said Joe happily.
Mrs Doolin looked at her son. ‘Are you pleased?’
‘Oh, Mum!’ Matty said slowly. ‘I don’t know what to say. It’s - it’s wonderful! Does - does Dad know?’
‘Of course he does!’ Mrs Doolin said. ‘He came with me and Joe - he knew what to buy better than we did.’
And when Mr Doolin came home, he had another present for his son - a camping bucket. Joe stayed for tea, and there was a lot of excited talk about the holiday.
‘You’re going by train on Saturday,’ Mrs Doolin said. ‘And you’re going to camp on a farm high up in the hills, miles from anywhere. The farmer’s a friend of Willie’s father, and he’ll keep you all out of trouble, I hope.’
Matty put his hand down to touch Nelson under the table. But of course, Nelson wasn’t there. ‘I forgot!’ thought Matty. For a minute he felt unhappy again. He did not want to forget Nelson - ever.
 
Chapter 2. Camping
 
Mr Walsh, the farmer, met the boys at the station. He arrived in an old farm truck, got down from it, and stood and looked at the boys for a minute. Then he said, ‘Well, you’ve arrived.’ He wasn’t a big man, but he looked very strong. ‘Get yourselves into the back of the truck,’ he said, ‘and don’t stand up if you want to arrive in one piece.’
The boys soon understood what he meant. There were no seats in the back of the truck, and Mr Walsh drove very fast. They were soon falling about everywhere, and they had to hold on to their bags and camping things.
The truck left the town and climbed into the hills. After a while it stopped suddenly, and the boys got down and slowly looked around. On their left there were fields with stone walls round them, and on their right, a big white house and the farm buildings.
‘Well, this is your field,’ said Mr Walsh. ‘Bring your things and follow me.’ He went through a gate into the nearest field, and the boys hurried after him.
‘Put your tents here,’ Mr Walsh said. ‘This is a good place.’ He looked at the three boys, one by one, then spoke to Matty. ‘Three things to remember, right?
Always shut gates behind you. Don’t light fires in the woods. And no noise or shouting after ten o’clock at night. Now, put your tents up and then come to the house to get some milk. And perhaps Mrs Walsh will have some tea for you.’
And for the first time, he smiled. Then he walked away.
‘I like the sound of that tea,’ said Willie happily. ‘But he wasn’t very friendly at first, was he?’
‘Come on,’ said Matty. ‘Let’s get these tents up.’ The boys worked hard, and soon they were walking across to the farmhouse and knocking on the door. A girl of about twelve years old opened it. She had a round face, laughing grey-green eyes, and long brown hair. ‘They’re here, Mum,’ she called.
A small, kind-looking woman came to the door.
‘Come in,’ she said, in a soft, slow voice. She asked the boys their names, then turned to her daughter. ‘This is Jessica,’ she said. ‘Now, sit down, and we’ll get you some tea.’
It was a large farmhouse tea, and the hungry boys ate nearly everything on the table. When they finished, they thanked Mrs Walsh and left the house to go back to their field. Jessica went with them, and talked and laughed with Joe and Willie.
Matty wasn’t very pleased about this. ‘Girls are always trouble,’ he thought. He felt angry, and when Jessica took Joe and Willie to show them the stream, Matty stayed behind at the tents. ‘I’m not running after a girl!’ he said to himself. But suddenly he felt very alone.
When the others came back, they didn’t bring any water with them. ‘Forgot to take the bucket,’ said Willie.
‘You’re a fine camper!’ said Matty crossly. ‘I’ll get it myself.’ He took the bucket and began to walk across the field to find the stream. Then he heard someone behind him, and Jessica ran up.
‘I’ll show you the best place to get drinking water,’ she said. She ran past him down the hill and Matty followed.
The stream ran quickly, falling down over rocks, talking and laughing to itself. The water was bright and silvery in the sunlight, and on the other side of the stream were tall green plants with purple flowers. Matty just stood and looked at it. ‘How beautiful it is!’ he thought. ‘I’d like to stay here for ever.’ He looked up at the hills all around him, and the mountains behind. Then he remembered the ship-building job which was waiting for him. There are no streams or hills or mountains in the town.
Suddenly, he saw Jessica, higher up the stream. She was watching his face with interest.
‘It’s wonderful, this place,’ he said slowly. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’
‘It gets very cold in winter,’ said Jessica. ‘Your fingers turn blue and fall off.’
Matty smiled. ‘Well, you’ve still got ten of them.’
That first night the boys could not get to sleep. Outside the tents everything was dark and silent. In a town there is always some noise, and this lonely field high in the hills was too quiet for them. But they were tired, and in the end they fell asleep.
The next morning they cooked their breakfast over a fire, and then went up to the farm to get some milk. Mr Walsh was standing outside the cow shed. ‘Would you like to see round the farm?’ he asked.
‘Oh, yes please,’ said Joe and Willie.
Mr Walsh finished milking the cows, and then he walked round the farm with the boys. He showed them all the animals and explained all the work of the farm. Matty listened carefully to every word, but it was Joe and Willie who asked most of the questions. Suddenly, Mr Walsh turned to Matty, and said, ‘You haven’t got much to say.’
‘Oh, Matty’s always quiet, Mr Walsh,’ said Joe. Matty didn’t like it when people talked about him. He turned his head away and looked across at another building. Then, ‘Oh, look!’ he cried. ‘You’ve got dogs!’
‘Of course we’ve got dogs,’ said Mr Walsh. ‘This is a sheep farm. You can’t keep sheep on these hills without dogs to help you.’
The two sheep dogs came up to the boys. Joe and Willie tried to make friends with them, but the bigger dog wasn’t interested. Matty just stood and watched; then the bigger dog came over to Matty and looked up at him. Matty slowly and lovingly stroked its ears.
‘That’s Betsy,’ Mr Walsh said. ‘She’s seven - and that’s her son, Prince.’ He watched Matty. ‘That’s strange. Betsy doesn’t usually like people touching her.’
‘I like dogs.’ Matty’s voice was soft, and he went on stroking the dog’s ears.
‘Matty loves dogs!’ Joe said. ‘That’s why we’re here. His dog was killed by a car, and it was his mother who-’
‘It wasn’t my mother!’ Matty said angrily.
‘All right, all right! There’s no need to get angry, boy,’ said Mr Walsh. ‘Off you go now. I’ve got work to do.’
 
Chapter 3. Blisters and storms
 
When they got back to their camp, the boys decided to go for their first long walk. They took some food and water, and went off along the road, laughing and talking.
By four o’clock they were tired, hot, thirsty, and hungry - and Willie had a big blister on his foot. He could only walk very slowly, and he wanted to sit down and rest all the time. ‘It really hurts,’ he said unhappily to the others.
‘Put your shoe back on, Willie,’ said Matty. ‘You can’t walk with only one shoe.’
Suddenly Joe cried out excitedly, ‘Look! Look what’s coming up behind us! It’s Mr Walsh’s truck!’ In a few minutes the truck came up to them and stopped. Mr Walsh looked down at them. There was a smile in his eyes. ‘You’re all half dead, your feet hurt, and you’ll never do it again,’ he said.
They explained about Willie’s blister, so Mr Walsh took them back with him in the truck. He dropped Matty and Joe by the field, but took Willie back to the farm. ‘Mrs Walsh will put something on that foot for you,’ he said.
Matty and Joe were not very happy about this. ‘We’ve only got old bread and cold meat for our tea,’ said Joe, ‘and Mrs Walsh will give Willie something nice and hot.’
And when Willie came back much later, full of Mrs Walsh’s good food, his friends were not pleased. There were a few angry words, but by the next morning, after a good breakfast, they all forgot about it.
They couldn’t go for a walk that day because of Willie’s foot, so they went back to the farm. Matty' wasn’t sure about this at first. He felt that Mr Walsh was always looking at him strangely, but the others didn’t want to go without him.
When they got there, Mr Walsh was busy. Matty was happy just looking at all the animals, but Joe and Willie were soon bored. They couldn’t stay in the same place for more than a minute, and after a while Mr Walsh came up to them. ‘Do you boys want a job to do?’ he asked.
‘Oh yes, yes,’ they all answered quickly.
‘You’ll get dirty, but you can get washed after,’ said Mr Walsh. ‘Over there you’ll find some long forks, and you can work on the heap.’
‘You mean the manure heap?’ said Joe.
‘That’s right. You have to turn it over. It’s smelly, but it won’t hurt you.’ Mr Walsh smiled quietly to himself.
Later, when they were washing their clothes in the stream, Joe said, ‘That’s the last time I’ll do that.’
‘Oh, it was all right,’ said Matty. ‘I enjoyed it. It’s only smelly if you think it is.’
His friends looked at him, their mouths open in surprise.

*   *   *

In the afternoon it got very hot, and Jessica came down to the field to tell them that a storm was coming. ‘My father says that it’s going to be a bad one. Get your things inside the tents now,’ she said.
While they were moving their things into the tents, the light suddenly changed. The sky went black and everything was very quiet and still. The boys sat together in one of the tents, and waited.
Suddenly there was a great crash of thunder. Lightning shot from the sky and filled the tent with light. The boys sat there, afraid to move. Then the thunder crashed again, and again - louder and more terrible each time. Willie was white and shaking. ‘It’ll be all right when it rains,’ Matty said. ‘Listen! Here it is now.’
But it wasn’t just rain. Rivers of water fell from the sky and it got worse and worse. They couldn’t talk because of the noise of the rain. Then Joe looked up and saw that the sides of the tent were wet - on the inside. Soon the rain was coming in everywhere and their clothes, food, sleeping bags got wetter and wetter. ‘It can’t go on for ever,’ Matty said. But the rain didn’t stop, and an hour later their tent fell down on top of them. The three boys lay there, with their wet things all around them, feeling very unhappy.
At last help came, and they heard the sound of Mr Walsh’s voice above the noise of the storm. ‘Come on! Get out of there!’ he shouted. He pulled them out one by one, and they followed him through the driving rain back to the farm. ‘Get in there!’ Mr Walsh said, and the boys found themselves in a warm, dry, comfortable bam. Then Mrs Walsh brought them a hot drink and some dry clothes, and they lay down to sleep. But they remembered that storm all their lives.
Mr Walsh woke them the next morning. ‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘Are you going to sleep all day? Here’s some tea. Drink that, and then go and put your things out to dry.’
It was a bright sunny morning. The boys went back to their camp, put the tent up again, and put everything out to dry in the sun.
A little later Mr Walsh came down to the field. ‘Would you like to see the sheep dogs at work?’ he asked the boys.
‘Oh, yes!’ said Matty excitedly. ‘I’d love that.’
But Joe and Willie didn’t want to go, so Matty and Mr Walsh went off together. The two dogs came running from the hills behind the farm, and began to follow them. Betsy walked just behind Mr Walsh, with Prince behind her. Matty tried to stroke Betsy, but Betsy moved away and Mr Walsh had to call her back. ‘Never do that,’ he said to Matty. ‘Not when a dog is working.’
They walked for miles, high up into the mountains. Then they stopped, and Matty saw sheep on the far side of the valley. The dogs lay at Mr Walsh’s feet, waiting.
‘Away, girl,’ Mr Walsh said to Betsy. And Betsy shot off down the hill and up the far side of the valley. A minute later, Prince followed, going round the other side of the sheep. Mr Walsh whistled once, twice, and together the two dogs drove the sheep down into the valley, through a gate, and into another field.
Matty watched silently, afraid to say anything because he didn’t want Mr Walsh to be angry with him again. But he loved every minute of it.
When they were near the farm again, Mr Walsh turned to Matty and said, ‘What are you going to do when you leave school? Find work in the town?’
‘Yes. Ship-building,’ said Matty, sounding unhappy. He was afraid to explain to Mr Walsh what he really wanted. ‘If I tell him that I want to work with animals, he’ll just laugh at me,’ Matty thought. So he said nothing.
When he got back, Willie and Joe were sitting by the tents. They didn’t look very happy.
‘What’s the matter?’ Matty asked them.
‘We’re bored,’ Joe said.
‘Yes,’ said Willie. ‘There are no towns near here, and you’ve got to walk for miles to get anywhere.’
Matty couldn’t understand it. They had two weeks of holiday. It was only Tuesday of the first week, and his friends were bored already. He just couldn’t understand it.
 
Chapter 4. Helping on the farm
 
By Saturday Joe and Willie wanted to go home. But Mr Walsh came down to see them. ‘I’m going into town today,’ he said. ‘Do you want to come with me?’
‘Oh yes!’ Joe and Willie shouted.
But Matty said, ‘I’d like to stay here, if that’s all right.’
‘Yes, if you want to,’ Mr Walsh said. He gave Matty a long look. ‘You’re a strange boy.’
Matty said nothing, but after Mr Walsh left with Jessica and the two boys, he went to find Mrs Walsh.
‘Can I help you on the farm today?’ he asked. ‘I’ll do anything. I’ll turn some more of the manure heap, if you like.’
Mrs Walsh looked at him, and smiled. ‘Come and have a cup of coffee with me,’ she said, ‘and then we’ll begin.’
So Matty spent his first real day on a farm. He worked hard, and enjoyed it all, even the dirty, smelly jobs. He turned the manure heap, cleaned out the cow shed, and took food to the pigs. Later, he helped Mrs Walsh with the milking, and he learnt the names of the seven cows. He had lunch and tea with Mrs Walsh in the kitchen, and he felt really happy. For him, it was a wonderful day.
Joe and Willie enjoyed their day in town too, but on Sunday it rained, and they were bored and cross.
On Monday evening it rained again. ‘That’s it!’ said Willie. ‘I’ve had enough! Matty, let’s go home tomorrow.’
‘You can do what you like, Willie,’ Matty said, ‘but I’m staying until the end of our holiday. What about you, Joe?’
But Joe agreed with Willie.

*   *   *

Joe and Willie didn’t go home the next day. They planned to, but they were just finishing breakfast when somebody walked up the field from the stream. It was Mr Funnell, their teacher from school! He saw them and stopped. ‘Well!’ he cried. ‘I didn’t know that you liked camping!’
‘What are you doing here, sir?’ the boys asked, surprised.
‘Oh, I often come here. I know this place well,’ Mr Funnell replied. ‘Mr Walsh is an old friend, and I love walking in these hills. Are you enjoying camping here?’
‘Well, sir,’ said Joe. ‘It’s a bit different from the town, and we’re ... we’re a bit bored.’
‘What about you, Doolin?’ Mr Funnell asked.
‘I’ve enjoyed every minute of it, sir,’ said Matty. ‘Well, I’m going to have breakfast with Mr Walsh now,’ Mr Funnell said. ‘I’ll come and see you later.’ He left, and Willie said, ‘Well, we can’t leave now!’ Matty tried to feel pleased that his friends were staying. ‘I’d really like to go for a long walk with Mr Funnell,’ he thought, ‘but he’ll never ask me, with Joe and Willie here.’
Matty was wrong. Mr Funnell did ask him to go for a walk in the hills - but he asked Joe and Willie too, and Mr Walsh and Jessica came with them. Joe and Willie talked and laughed with Jessica, but Matty didn’t say much. Fie was enjoying just looking at the hills and mountains.
At the top of one high hill they stopped to look around them. Mr Funnell turned to Matty. ‘Do you like it up here in these hills?’ he asked.
‘Oh yes, sir. I think it’s wonderful,’ said Matty.
‘But only for a summer holiday, is that right?’
‘Oh no. I’d like to be here every day, summer or winter.’ Matty saw that Mr Walsh was looking at him strangely. ‘He doesn’t like me,’ Matty thought, and he turned and walked over to Jessica and his friends. They were all sitting high up on a rock.
‘Are you afraid of being high up?’ Jessica asked him. ‘No, I’m not,’ Matty answered. ‘Are you?’
‘Me? Of course I’m not. I’ve been nearly to the top of the little mountain behind our house, and that’s very dangerous. I’m sure you couldn’t do that.’
‘Perhaps I couldn’t,’ Matty replied. He turned away from her. ‘She’s like her father,’ he thought. ‘She doesn’t like me, and she thinks I’m stupid.’
They all went back to the farm for tea. Later, Mr Walsh said, ‘I have to go into town again tomorrow. I’m taking some sheep to market. Would you boys like to come?’
Of course, Joe and Willie said yes, but Matty said, ‘If it’s all right with you, sir, I’d like to stay on the farm.’ Mr Walsh gave him another strange look, and Matty felt uncomfortable. ‘Why don’t I keep quiet?’ he thought.
That evening Mr Funnell had a few words alone with Matty. ‘Listen, Matty,’ he said. ‘Talk to Mr Walsh a bit more. Tell him about yourself. Tell him how you love animals. Remember, if you want something in this life, you have to work to get it. Do you understand?’
Matty understood very well, but talking was so difficult. He could never find the right words to say.
 
Chapter 5. A night on the hills
 
The next morning there were dark storm clouds in the sky when Mr Walsh put the last sheep into the truck and pushed Joe and Willie up with them. Prince jumped in too, Mr Funnell got into the front, and then they were ready to go. Mr Walsh turned and looked hard at Matty.
‘Right. Get to work, then,’ he said, with a half smile. ‘You said that you wanted to stay here and work, didn’t you? So, you’re the farmer for today. And when I come back, I’ll want to see that everything’s all right.’
Matty didn’t understand this. ‘Why did he say that?’ he thought. ‘He doesn’t mean it - he’s just laughing at me.’
The truck drove away, and Mrs Walsh and Jessica looked at Matty. Mrs Walsh smiled.
‘Well,’ she said. ‘There’s a lot to do. Why don’t you begin in the cow shed? I’ve got work to do in the house.’
So Matty began in the cow shed. He enjoyed the work very much, but Jessica followed him around, asking questions all the time. Where do you live? How old is your mother? What is your father called? What did you like best in school? Do you like Mr Funnell? How much money will you get in a ship-building job? When Matty told her the answer to that question, she was very surprised. ‘That’s much more than you get when you work on a farm,’ she said. Then she asked, ‘Have you got a girlfriend?’
‘What do I want with a girlfriend?’ Matty said angrily. Jessica moved away from him. ‘Why are you always so cross and unfriendly?’ she said, in a small voice. ‘You never say anything nice to anybody, do you?’
She walked away, and Matty watched her unhappily. He wanted to call her back, but he knew that he didn’t have the right words.

*   *   *

It was about three o’clock when Matty, who was working in the barn, heard the storm in the hills. It was still a long way away, but he could hear it clearly. Just then someone called him - ‘Matty! Matty!’
He ran from the barn. Mrs Walsh was standing outside the kitchen door and he hurried over to her. There was a man with her, and she said quickly, ‘This is one of my brothers, Matty. My other brother is very ill, and we have to go to him now. Have you seen Jessica?’
‘No, Mrs Walsh. Not for some time.’
‘I think she’s up the mountain at the back of the house. She was angry about something at lunch-time, and she always goes up there when she’s angry. If she isn’t back soon, send Betsy to get her. Just say, “Fetch ... Fetch Jessica.” Betsy will find her.’ Mrs Walsh stopped and looked up at the sky. ‘No, get her now,’ she said. ‘There’s a storm coming. Will you do that for me?’
‘Yes, of course, Mrs Walsh,’ said Matty. ‘I’ll go now.’ Mrs Walsh hurried away to her brother’s car. Matty called to Betsy, who jumped up immediately and followed him. They went round to the back of the farm and Matty looked up at the hills. Already the mist was coming down quickly, and he could see very little.
‘Fetch ... Fetch Jessica,’ he said to the dog, and at once Betsy began to run fast up the hill.
Matty watched her, but a few minutes later the cold, wet mist was all around him, and he could see nothing.
He began to shake with cold, so he ran to the camp and put on a pullover and a raincoat. Then he hurried back to the bottom of the hill and began to call Jessica’s name. He called for half an hour, but Jessica and Betsy did not come. Matty was afraid. He knew that they were in trouble.
He decided to go and look for them, and began to climb quickly up the steep hillside, through a white wall of mist. Every few minutes he stopped, put his hands to his mouth and shouted Jessica’s name. But everywhere was silent, and Matty felt very alone.
Higher up the mist was thinner, and when he got to the top, he stopped to rest and look round. But it wasn’t the top! All around him, everywhere, there were more mountains, higher and higher. How could he find her here? ‘Jessica! Jessica!’ he shouted. But there was no reply.
Suddenly the mist came down again, colder and wetter than ever. ‘I must go back,’ thought Matty, afraid. ‘I’ll never find my way in this.’ But which way was back? He moved slowly and carefully, but the mist hid everything and once he nearly fell down some steep rocks. After that, he moved on his hands and knees.
Then, somewhere in front of him, Matty heard a bark.
Betsy! Carefully, he moved nearer to the sound. Betsy barked again and Matty stopped. Just in time! Below him the rock fell away into nothing. He looked down. Betsy was lying on a narrow ledge about a foot below him. One of her legs was under a heavy rock, and she couldn’t move.
‘Quiet, Betsy. Quiet,’ Matty said. He lay down and held on to the dog with one hand. With the other, he pushed the rock from her leg. Then he pulled her up on to her three feet, and, with one last pull, she was beside him. She licked Matty’s face, and then began to lick her leg.
Matty could see that the leg was broken, but Betsy stood up and began to walk on three legs. Then she stopped and turned to look at Matty. Her eyes were saying, ‘Come on.’
The mist moved away again and Matty followed Betsy along a steep path. After a time he began to call again, ‘Jessica! Jessica!’ And at last, he heard something.
‘Oooo! Oooo!’
‘That’s her, Betsy!’ he shouted excitedly. ‘Find her!’
Matty could see that Betsy’s leg was hurting, but she didn’t stop. Every few seconds Matty called Jessica’s name, and each time the answer was nearer. And then, suddenly, he saw her! She was standing on a rock above him, and the next minute she was beside him.
‘Oh, Matty!’ she cried. And then she saw Betsy. ‘Oh, no! Her leg’s broken. Oh, Betsy, I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ Then Jessica looked at Matty. ‘I heard you when you called me, but I didn’t answer,’ she said. ‘I just moved away and waited for you to find me. But you didn’t, and then I got afraid and began to run. And now I’m lost.’
‘But why didn’t you answer me?’ Matty asked.
‘I was angry because you didn’t want to talk to me this morning ... and it gets so lonely in the holidays.’ She began to cry. ‘And now we’re lost! I’m sorry, Matty!’
‘Don’t cry,’ said Matty. ‘Everything’ll be all right. Betsy will take us home.’
But Betsy could no longer stand. She was lying under a rock, with her head on the ground. Only her eyes moved when she looked up at them.
It was now raining hard. Jessica was only wearing a thin summer dress and she was shaking with cold. Matty took off his raincoat and gave it to her. ‘Let’s sit against this rock with Betsy,’ he said. ‘We won’t get so wet then.’ The rain drove into their faces and they got wetter and wetter. For a while they called for help, but nobody came, and after half an hour they stopped shouting.
Then Matty said, ‘When your mother and father get back, they’ll come and find us. We’ll be home soon.’
‘These storms can go on all night, and they’ll never find us in all this rain and mist.’ Jessica was nearly crying again, and Matty took her hand. It felt very cold.
‘Look,’ said Matty, worried. Tut my pullover on too. Here. Push your legs into the arms of the pullover and pull it up under the raincoat. It’ll help to keep you warm.’
‘But what about you?’ said Jessica. ‘You’ll get so cold.’
‘My shirt’s already wet, so it doesn’t matter,’ said Matty. ‘Now, lie down with your back against Betsy’s back. She’s nice and warm. I’ll lie on your other side, and you’ll soon feel warmer.’
It began to get dark. Matty lay with his back against Jessica, and the rain ran in rivers through his thin shirt and trousers. He felt too tired to shout any more. ‘Will I ever see my mother again?’ he thought. Soon he no longer felt cold, only sleepy.
 
Chapter 6. A new life for Matty
 
It was two o’clock in the morning when help came, but Matty remembered very little about it. He just wanted to go on sleeping. And when he next woke up, he was lying in a bed with bright sunshine all around him. Then he saw Mrs Walsh’s face above him, and suddenly remembered.
‘Jessica?’ he said.
‘She’s all right. She’s all right.’ Mrs Walsh’s voice was shaking, and she was crying and smiling at the same time. ‘Don’t you want to see who’s here?’ she said.
Matty turned his head. His mother was sitting beside the bed. ‘Oh, Matty,’ she said, ‘we nearly lost you!’ She took his hand, and went on softly, ‘But you’re all right, and that’s all that matters. And Matty, I want you to know something. Your dad and I agree that you can do what you like with your life. The most important thing is that you’re all right. So you can take Mr Walsh’s job.’
‘Job? What job?’
‘He planned to ask you at the end of your holiday,’ said Mrs Doolin. ‘He needs help on the farm, and he likes you. He says that you’re a good worker, and you don’t talk all the time, like your friends.’
Matty’s mouth fell open with surprise, and just then Mr Walsh came in, with Matty’s father.
‘Hello, boy,’ said Mr Doolin. ‘You’ve had a bit of an adventure, haven’t you? But you did well, boy, you did well.’ He turned away, looking uncomfortable and pleased at the same time.
Then Mr Walsh spoke. ‘You knew the right things to do up on the mountain, and you did them,’ he said. ‘Jessica’s told us all about it. Now you do what Mrs Walsh and your mother say. I want to see you well before you begin to work on the farm. Do you understand?’ Matty found his voice. ‘Yes,’ he said.
‘You’ll have to work hard, you know. Sixteen hours a day sometimes. All right?’
‘Yes,’ Matty said again.
‘That’s all right then. Your mother and father agree, but your mother wants to see you at home every other weekend. Now go to sleep again and get well.’
The next time Matty woke up, Joe and Willie were sitting by the bed.
‘Are you all right?’ Joe said. ‘You nearly died, you know. And you’re famous now! The newspapers said that it’s because of you that Jessica and the dog are alive.’
‘Betsy!’ Matty said. ‘How is she?’
‘Her foot’s broken, but she’ll be all right,’ Willie said. ‘Are you going to stay on the farm, Matty?’
‘Yes, I am,’ said Matty happily.
‘Well, we’ll come and see you,’ said Joe.
‘But not to stay,’ said Willie, laughing. ‘Me and Joe, we’re town people. And I’m never going camping again!’ When they left, Matty lay back and thought happily about the new life in front of him. ‘It all began because of Nelson,’ he thought. ‘And one day I’m going to get a dog, a dog that belongs to me alone, and call him Nelson. We’ll go all over these hills and mountains together, mist or no mist - and we’ll always find our way home.’

 

- THE END -
Hope you have enjoyed the reading!
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