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One

‘Mandy, come and look at this!’ Adam Hope called from the creek behind Mitchell Gap. The sun was going down; a kookaburra called from the high gum trees.

Mandy lifted her feet out of the clear blue water of their outdoor pool. She ran barefoot across the yard. Her dad sounded excited. ‘Where are you?’ She searched up and down the side of the stream.

‘Shh! Over here.’ Mr Hope crouched over the bank. He hung on to a tree branch and peered into the deep, clear water. He didn’t look like a man who’d just flown across the world from England and driven six hundred kilometres from Sydney, Australia, to Eurabbie Bay. He looked fresh and eager in his shorts and T-shirt, his bearded face alive with curiosity.

Mandy leaped across the creek. ‘What, Dad? What?’ She stared underwater, but she couldn’t see anything.

‘It is!’ he cried. ‘I’m sure it is!’

Mandy went down on all fours on to the red, sandy earth. ‘I can’t see a thing!’

‘Yes, look. There!’ He stabbed his finger towards the water and hissed.

And there, gliding through the reeds and rocks of the river-bed, was the strangest creature Mandy had ever set eyes on. Shaped like a grey barrel, with a tail like a beaver and a bill like a duck, it paddled with its webbed feet and snouted in the mud for worms. Mandy glanced up at her dad. ‘Is it a platypus?’

He nodded. ‘It sure is.’ He gazed at the submerged creature’s every move.

Mandy took a deep breath. This was her very first day in Australia, and she’d already seen one of its rare wonders. She had read that the platypus would only come out in the evening, after a day tucked snug inside its burrow.

‘Greedy little tyke!’ Mr Hope grinned as the platypus snouted round for more worms and crayfish.

‘It’s eating the mud!’ They watched it suck and sieve the murky water through its bill. ‘Can’t it see what it’s picking up?’ Mandy asked.

‘Not underwater.’ Adam Hope got his nose almost to water level. His tree branch creaked and bent. ‘Look, it has a flap of skin that comes down over its ears and eyes. It has to feel its way with its bill!’

Mandy felt tremendous, like the first person ever to discover this weird animal. She studied it, hardly daring to breathe. She noticed how its webbed claws and short legs pushed it strongly through the water. ‘Does it come up to breathe?’

‘Every few minutes. But it’s shy. We’d better move back out of sight,’ Mr Hope whispered and waved one arm, telling Mandy to crawl backwards up the bank. But the branch creaked again. This time it cracked and snapped.

‘Dad!’ Mandy cried. He hung over the creek, his free arm whirling like a windmill, as the bough finally broke.

She saw him begin to topple. He tried to recover his balance, but it was no good. He fell backwards, smack into the water, without uttering a word, a look of complete surprise on his face. The platypus shot off into the shadow of the far bank.

Mandy crawled towards him, her blonde hair falling into her face. She stretched out to catch a hand or foot. ‘Grab hold, Dad!’

He surfaced, shook his head like a dog and thrashed about to find his balance. ‘It’s OK; I can stand up,’ he gasped. Water spouted from his mouth.

Mandy began to giggle. Her laughter welled up from deep down, gurgled into her throat and exploded out of her mouth in a great guffaw.

‘What was that?’ Mandy’s mum, Emily Hope, came flying out of the white house. She ran through the long shadows towards the noise.
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‘A platypus!’ Mr Hope’s eager voice hailed her. ‘Over here. We just saw our first platypus!’ His white T-shirt ballooned out in the water, air bubbles frothed all around.

Emily Hope came to a stop at the top of the bank. She stared down at the scene and turned a puzzled look on Mandy. ‘What’s your father doing in the water?’ She stood, not expecting an answer, hands on hips, her long red hair glowing in the sunset.

‘Why not ask him? Hey, what swims like a fish, lays eggs like a reptile, and suckles its young like a mammal?’ Mandy quizzed, a grin like a slice of melon splitting her face.

‘No, don’t tell me, let me guess!’ Mrs Hope joined in the joke. ‘I’m sure of one thing; you don’t mean your dad!’

‘Correct.’ Mandy finally managed to grab his hand and began to haul him, dripping and spluttering, from the stream. ‘Guess again.’

‘Let me see, I think you must be talking about a member of the Ornithorhynchidae family.’ Mrs Hope’s own mouth twitched with laughter. ‘Found only in Australia. Known as “the living fossil”, more often called the duckbilled platypus!’ She helped Mandy to pull Adam on to dry land.

‘Yes!’ Mandy jigged round the acacia tree that had let her father down. ‘We saw one. We did. We really saw one!’

‘Ornithor … what?’ Mr Hope ignored his dripping clothes, hair and beard. ‘Where did you find that out?’

‘I looked it up, in the surgery. Come and see.’ She slipped an arm round his waist. ‘It’s safer than looking for it in the wild.’

‘But not as much fun!’ Mandy got back down on to her hands and knees, then stretched full-length on her belly. She gazed into the water, waiting for the platypus to return.

Her parents went off into their new temporary home; the vets’ practice at Mitchell Gap, just outside Eurabbie Bay in New South Wales, Australia.

The house was white, single-storeyed, and built of wood, with a veranda and cool shutters over the windows. There was a swimming-pool out in the ‘yard’. Opposite the house, in the shade of the gum trees, was a separate block where the family would work for the next six months. The Hopes were doing a six month exchange; Animal Ark for Mitchell Gap, Welford for Eurabbie Bay.

The Mitchell Gap surgery was modern and well run, like Animal Ark back home in Welford. The people of Eurabbie Bay brought their pets here, but the Hopes knew that local farmers also brought their animals for treatment. Rob Munroe, the usual vet, had warned them to expect wombats and possums, as well as the more regular sheep and cattle.

‘You won’t get wombats in Welford,’ Adam Hope had told the Munroes.

‘But you will get Mrs Ponsonby and her Pekinese,’ Emily Hope warned.

‘Give me a wombat any day,’ Mandy muttered, though in her heart she knew she was going to miss old Pandora and her fussy owner, along with all her other friends back home, especially her best friend, James Hunter.

She would write to James about the platypus, she decided now, as she lay stretched out on the warm red earth. In just a few minutes, when the ripples on the stream had smoothed out and the mud on the bottom had settled. After she’d stayed there long enough for the platypus to come back.

She waited and waited. Dusk fell. And sure enough, the platypus eventually made its lonely way upstream, a dark underwater shadow, nosing in the mud, paddling, twisting and turning in its endless search for food.

 

Kookaburra sits in the old gum tree-ee,
Merry, merry king of the woods he bee-ee …

 

Adam Hope warbled in the bathroom. He’d showered and was changing his clothes.

Mandy came in, sighing with pleasure. ‘I think the platypus has made its burrow near to where Dad fell in.’

Emily Hope, already dressed for the evening in a cool white dress and a long string of turquoise beads, sat in a rocking-chair on the veranda. ‘Near the acacia tree?’

‘Yes. Will she lay her eggs there?’

‘If it is a she.’

Their voices murmured on, beneath the rich, pom-pomming voice of a happy Adam Hope.

 

Laugh, kookaburra, laugh, kookaburra,
Gay your life must be!

 

Doors creaked and slammed, drawers rattled inside the light wooden house. At last he came out, dressed in a pale blue shirt and dark blue trousers. ‘Ready?’ He eyed Mandy’s dustcovered T-shirt.

‘Why, where are we going?’

‘Next door. To a barbecue.’

‘Next door where?’ Mandy looked out across the swimming-pool and the creek, up the tree-lined hill to the far horizon. There wasn’t another house in sight.

‘To Waratarah, the Simpsons’ place,’ her father said, putting on an Australian twang. ‘It’s practically next door, only a few clicks down the road. No worries.’

‘A few clicks?’ Secretly Mandy longed to stay here at Mitchell Gap. She was hoping for another glimpse of the platypus after supper.

‘Kilometres. Clicks. Look lively, mate.’

Her mother gave her a sympathetic look. ‘Yes, I know, people aren’t half so interesting as animals. But we have to go and meet our neighbours sometime. Better to get it over with.’

So Mandy trudged inside and put on a clean blue and white striped T-shirt. She splashed some water over her face, gave it a quick pat dry and came out again, still wishing she could stay behind.

‘Matching family,’ her dad said.

‘Huh?’

‘Blue and white. A matching set.’ He jollied her along towards their red Landcruiser parked in the drive. ‘Hop in the back. Let’s go.’

Soon they were surging and jolting up the rough, corrugated road towards Waratarah. They crossed deep gorges and glimpsed the Pacific Ocean in the distance as they drove the few kilometres north-east of Mitchell Gap.

It was their first barbecue, set in Abbie and Don Simpson’s yard, on a hilltop with a breathtaking moonlit view of the sea. Eurabbie Bay lay glittering beneath them, with a wide curve of sandy white beach and a cluster of houselights shimmering between the dense trees.

Guests gathered around Don Simpson’s pride and joy – his brand new pool. Don was in the pool-building business, Abbie told Mrs Hope. He also built tennis courts. None of the family was animal-minded.

‘Gary’s thirteen, about the same age as your Mandy, but he’s sports mad. Boogie boarding; that’s his thing. Last year it was cricket. Next year, who knows?’ Abbie Simpson described how life for the kids in Eurabbie centred on the beach, especially in the school holidays. ‘Mandy’s lucky. She’s arrived at half-term, just in time to learn boogie boarding for the summer.’ She smiled at Mandy and chatted on.

In spite of the amazing view of the ocean with its distant roar, and the soothing smell given off by the gum trees, Mandy lost interest. She wandered off to the quiet side of the pool to listen out for lizards sneaking through the undergrowth, or for the call of a night bird in the dark trees.

‘I wouldn’t go out there if I was you,’ a voice said from behind.

Mandy turned. ‘Why not?’ The speaker was a boy with curly fair hair, grey eyes and a laid-back stare. He was dressed in long shorts and T-shirt, like all the kids round here.

‘Because I found a king brown just down there by that big rock last week. You wouldn’t want to go stepping on him now, would you?’

‘Wouldn’t I?’ Mandy admitted her ignorance. ‘Why not?’

The boy sighed. ‘Poisonous.’

‘A snake?’

‘That’s right. Deadly. The one I found had his stupid head stuck in an empty Coke can. He was rattling around blind, couldn’t see a thing. Couldn’t eat, couldn’t drink. I reckon he was starving to death.’

‘Poor thing.’ Mandy sized the boy up. He seemed a bit too casual and blunt for her liking. Personally she thought it wasn’t the snake who was stupid, but the person who’d thrown the Coke can away without thinking.

‘No worries. I held him tight by his neck and cut him free with a penknife. He went off, no problem. He’s most likely still out there under those old eurabbies, waiting for a decent meal to show up.’

She thought again about the boy. After all, her first impression wasn’t always right. He did say he’d rescued the snake.

‘Gary Simpson,’ he told her with a lazy smile. ‘You from the vets’ place at Mitchell Gap?’

‘Yes, I’m Mandy Hope. Do you live here?’

‘Sure. You wanna come boogie boarding?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I’ll lend you a board. You have to throw it down on top of a wave and slide on, like this.’ He threw himself down on the ground, elbows out, hands clutching an imaginary board. ‘You ride the wave, but you gotta watch out for the rips.’

Mandy stared. ‘The rips?’

‘The undercurrent. It can pull you down, just like that.’ He sprang to his feet. ‘You wanna come?’

‘Yes!’ Mandy nodded, unable to resist a challenge.

‘You wanna swim?’ Gary jerked his thumb towards the empty pool.

‘Now?’

He nodded.

‘OK,’ she agreed. It broke the ice of being new to Eurabbie. Soon all the kids and some of the adults had joined them in the pool. Afterwards, there would be food and drink under the stars, and even Mandy was beginning to think it had been worth giving up the platypus for.

She was having fun swimming underwater in the deep end when she came across another lithe shape. The two of them popped up together, and Katie Browne introduced herself as the practice nurse at Mitchell Gap. ‘I live here at Waratarah. I’m a lodger with the Simpsons,’ she explained. ‘It’s handy for work. I can cycle over, no problem.’

Mandy liked Katie staight away. She was young and fit, with short brown hair streaked blonde by the sun. Her eyes were hazel and her face broad and smiling.

‘You’re lucky, living on the spot at the Gap. You get to see all the action. Hey, come over here with me.’

They swam to meet a crowd of people gathered at the poolside.

‘This is Graham. Graham Masters. He runs the rescue centre at Peppermint Hill. Graham, this is Mandy Hope. She’ll help run Mitchell Gap for a few months while the Munroes are away in Yorkshire.’ She turned to Mandy. ‘You two will bump into each other before long. Graham brings injured animals over to us if he thinks they need to be seen by a vet. Kangaroos, wombats, that sort of thing.’

Mandy smiled up at him. Graham was about thirty, with short brown hair and a wide, white smile. ‘We saw kangaroos on the drive up from Sydney,’ she told them.

‘Yeah,’ Graham nodded. ‘Roos are pretty friendly guys. You gotta watch out for them on the road.’

‘But no wombats.’ Mandy was still longing to come face to face with some of Australia’s best known animals. ‘I don’t even know what a wombat looks like.’

‘They’re fat and furry, a bit like koalas. Slow old things.’

Katie took over from Graham and led Mandy on through the group of party guests. ‘The kid over there is Dean Peratinos. He’s at school with Gary. And this is Suzi and Marianne; they’re Dean’s sisters. And that’s Alistair King, but you’ll get to meet him tomorrow at the Gap. He may look ancient to you, but he still works with us.’

Katie was a bundle of energy as she hauled Mandy out of the pool and introduced her to everyone. Soon they got round the whole crowd and came back to Emily and Adam Hope.

‘Mum, this is Katie, our nurse.’ Mandy had lost all her shyness. ‘She’s an expert on snakes.’ This was something she’d learned straight away, when she told Katie about Gary’s king brown.

‘Do you know anything about the duckbilled platypus?’ Mr Hope asked, diving in with his question.

‘The one that lives in the creek?’ Katie nodded hard. ‘That old girl is due to lay her eggs any day now!’
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