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One




‘There’s a weird-looking animal walking up our driveway’, Mark announced.

They all looked up from eating their breakfast cereal and their eyes followed his pointing finger.

‘It sort of looks like a hairy goat with a long neck,’ he said. ‘What is it, Dad?’

‘It’s a llama.’ Dad looked amazed as the llama stepped along the driveway, daintily lifting each hoof as if it didn’t like the feel of the gravel underfoot.

‘A llama? I thought a llama was a person who wore long robes and had a bald head. And lived in a monkery. Like that man I saw on TV. What’s he called? The Belly Llama.’

Meg, Mike and Boris grinned at each other. Mark could be a real pest, but he was so funny when he got his words mixed up.

‘That’s the Dalai Lama, and monks live in a monastery, not a monkery,’ Boris explained.

‘Yeah. Monkeys live in a monkery and that’s where you should be too,’ said Mike. ‘You act like one half the time.’

‘What? A llama?’

‘No. A monkey.’

‘Except that the Dalai Lama’s more than a monk; he’s a sort of guru.’ Meg stood up to get a better view of the llama.

‘A guru? What’s a—’

‘Don’t ask,’ said Dad shortly, as the llama kept on coming towards them. ‘Right now we’ve got a stray llama heading this way and that gate was supposed to be locked.’

‘I did lock it. I looped the chain over the fence post,’ said Mike.

‘Well, the llama must’ve unlooped it, then, because it couldn’t have jumped over the fence, could it? I often wonder if there’s an invisible sign on our gate that says, “If you’re lost, lonely or homeless, come on in!” Why on earth has it decided to turn up on our property out of nowhere?’

‘Because it’s read the invisible sign and it’s probably lost, lonely and homeless,’ said Mum, winking at Boris.

Suddenly, the llama stopped and swivelled its head round to stare at the goats. It paused, as if it was puzzled. It seemed to be weighing up the situation, as Dorsey and Daisy stared back at it through the gate to the goat paddock. Then it turned and trotted over to them and started butting the gate gently with its head.

‘Looks as if this llama thinks it’s a goat,’ said Mum.

‘No. It knows it’s a llama but it wants to play with them.’ Mark jumped up from the table. ‘Can I let it in with the goats, Mum?’

‘Sit down, Mark. You haven’t finished your cereal, and there are poached eggs coming next,’ said Mum. She looked at Dad. ‘What do you think, dear?’

Dad scratched his head. ‘I don’t know a thing about llamas. If we let it in with our goats, it could be diseased. Or Dorsey might attack it, especially if it’s a male. And I can’t tell from here because of all that shaggy fur.’

‘I wish Adam was here right now,’ said Mark. ‘He knows everything about everything!’

Adam had gone down to Warrnambool for the week to help some marine scientists with their research on whale migration. He was staying in his van at someone’s cattle station on a remote part of the coastline and he’d taken Wannabe along as a companion for his dog Delilah.

‘I’ll go and have a word with the llama,’ said Boris. ‘I mean, if it’s okay with you, Mr Green.’

Dad frowned. The llama was about 168 cm from its soft-padded hooves to the top of its head. He didn’t know whether it could turn nasty. A llama was a bit too big to tangle with if it decided to bite or kick.

‘They’re usually gentle creatures,’ Mum reassured Dad. ‘I’m sure that Boris will be okay. Just don’t get too close to it, will you, dear?’

‘Can I go too?’ Mark asked eagerly. ‘I’m good with animals.’

‘I know you are,’ said Dad. ‘We’re all good with animals. But Boris has that special way with them, so we’ll hang back and see what happens. Off you go, Boris, and see if you can work out what this llama’s doing at Animal Haven. But don’t get too close till you know you can trust it.’

Boris felt pleased. After all, Mr Green was the forest ranger. It was his job to look after all the wildlife in the area and to take care of injured or lost animals. When Mr Green gave him a responsible task, like this one, he was almost overwhelmed. It showed that he was trusted and accepted.

Boris was beginning to fret for his family. He hadn’t heard from his mother and father for over a week, and it was over six weeks since they’d gone up north and left him at Animal Haven. It didn’t matter how loving the Greens were towards him. They weren’t his family.

The llama turned its attention from the goats and watched Boris with its big brown eyes as he walked towards it. Dragging his mind back from his family problems, Boris focused on the llama. It was important to send out calming vibes to let the llama know that he was a friend and not a potential enemy.

He reached the llama. It snorted, blowing a puff of warmth into the frosty air. Such a strange long neck and such short stubby legs, thought Boris, as he stared up into its unfathomable eyes. Suddenly he got a picture of himself—such a short, stubby neck and such strange long legs.

‘Okay, I get it.’ He grinned at the llama. ‘Sorry to be rude. What are you doing here? Are you in trouble—or what?’

The llama just looked at him. Boris concentrated on it. But it had turned its mind into an empty void and there was no way to try and communicate. Boris had a feeling of mild panic. He used to be able to communicate with all sorts of animals and birds. In fact, he was certain that he had special powers and could read their thoughts. Maybe he was losing that ability. Maybe it had just been his imagination after all.

A sort of staring competition developed between the two of them. Behind their fence, the goats got tired of watching this weird game and strolled over to the far side of their paddock. They weren’t really interested in this strange, shaggy animal. It certainly wasn’t a goat, so why should they be friendly?

Boris blinked, but the llama’s big eyes remained fixed on him.

‘Right. That’s it,’ he said, feeling his eye muscles getting sorer by the minute. ‘You can outstare me easily. You win. Feel happy now? But I want to know whether you’re coming here to stay, or just cruising on through and then clearing off.’

The llama looked down its nose. Suddenly it reminded Boris of Carol when she was in a huff, and the way she pretended to be in control and super cool when she was really a bit lonely and needing attention. And the way she liked to play mother to stray animals, especially when they looked like miniature camels without humps. Carol would sort out this llama and give it some love and attention, no worries.

‘Not sure? Then I’ll make up your mind for you. Follow me and I’ll introduce you to a friendly camel.’

He turned his back on the llama and strode off towards the house. He didn’t look behind to see if the llama was following, but grinned to himself when he heard the pat, pat of its hooves as he came closer to the verandah where the Greens were waiting. Mark came dashing down the steps.

‘Can I pat Lara?’

‘Who?’ Boris stared at him in astonishment.

‘Lara the llama. That’s what I’m calling her.’

Her! Yes, now they could all see that the llama was a female. Boris looked helplessly at Mr Green as Mark stopped in front of the llama. She bared her teeth and spat on him.

‘Nyaah! She’s so cool,’ said Mark. ‘Can I spit back, Dad?’

‘No!’

‘I can take her to school for Pets’ Day and she can spit on Kara Bronley,’ said Mark, wiping his sleeve on his jeans. ‘I’ve always wanted a spitting llama for a pet. Follow me, Lara.’ And he marched off in the direction of the shed.

‘You can’t just adopt a llama out of thin air,’ Dad yelled after him. ‘It could be crawling with diseases.’ The llama looked disdainfully at him and trotted over to the shed too.

‘I’d better go with them,’ said Boris hurriedly as he saw the thunderous frown on Mr Green’s face.

Just then, Uncle Pete’s van came trundling up the driveway.

‘Just at the right time,’ said Mum. ‘He can check out the llama before she gets up close and personal with our animals.’

Uncle Pete got out of his van, swinging his vet’s bag in one hand. He’d come early to check on a koala cub and an injured possum, and to enjoy Mum’s home-cooking. The Greens always had a scrumptious breakfast on Saturday mornings	and	he	hoped	he	wasn’t	too	late. He looked glum when he saw the cereal bowls. But Mum saw his crestfallen expression and squeezed his arm.

‘I’ll make a fresh pot of tea and cook you some eggs,’ she said. ‘We’re actually still finishing our cereal, so you haven’t missed the main part. Just time for you to have a quick check of our newest arrival and your food will be on the table.’

‘A new arrival?’ Uncle Pete looked surprised.

‘It’s a llama,’ said Mike through the last spoonful of his cereal.

‘What?’ Uncle Pete’s jaw fell open. ‘Since when have you had a llama?’

‘Since about three minutes ago,’ said Meg cheerfully, as she started to collect the empty bowls.

‘Hmm. A llama? There’s a farm of alpacas over near Colac, but I haven’t heard of anyone with llamas. Are you sure it isn’t an alpaca?’

‘It’s too big,’ said Mum firmly. ‘I’m sure it’s a llama, but go and look for yourself. The boys are taking it to the shed.’

Uncle Pete hurried off. That animal needed checking out, although he didn’t have heaps of experience with llamas. He knew that they could be prone to respiratory ailments but he didn’t know much more about their illnesses really. He sidestepped Edna the echidna, who was snuffling for morning ants, avoided Elsie’s inquisitively pecking beak on his shoulder, ignored Eddy’s insulting “Hiya, fat stuff!”, and reached the shed. Boris and Mark were standing near the clothesline with the llama. Carol was peering at it with a puzzled look on her face.

‘I’m just doing the introductions,’ said Boris. ‘But I don’t know whether Carol’s too pleased at the moment.’

‘She doesn’t look it,’ Uncle Pete agreed. ‘Bring the llama to the surgery and I’ll check her out.’

‘Mr Green was worried that the goats could catch something from her,’ said Boris.

‘Carol would be the one more likely to catch something,’ said Uncle Pete. ‘Llamas are part of the camel family.’

Boris immediately looked anxious. Here he was, trying to get the llama and his camel to be friends and unknowingly he could have put Carol in danger.

Uncle Pete saw his worried face. ‘From what I can see, this llama’s really healthy. Her coat looks in excellent condition, and that’s always a telltale sign whether an animal is ill or not. She looks bright and alert, and that’s another good sign. And her breathing seems okay, so I don’t think you need to worry too much. But I’ll give her a quick going over, okay?’

Lara the llama meekly followed Mark, Boris and Uncle Pete to the surgery. But once she reached the door, she planted her hooves firmly and refused to go inside. Carol, who’d been following this strange procession, was getting tired of all the attention being focused on this haughty little thing. She gave Lara a hard shove with her nose and sent her stumbling into the surgery. Then she blocked the doorway so that Lara couldn’t change her mind and escape.
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