
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]



      
   

      
      [image: image]


AUSSIE ANGELS 11

[image: image]




 



Copyright

Published in Australia and New Zealand

by Hachette Australia Pty Limited

Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000

www.hachette.com.au

Copyright © Margaret Clark 2001

www.margaretclark.com

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study,
research, criticism or review permitted under the Copyright Act
1968, no part may be stored or reproduced by any process without
prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record of this book is available
from the National Library of Australia.

978 0 7336 1380 7

978 0 7344 1316 1 (ebook edition)

Cover design by Antart





      
      
      To Jillie,
with love

      




      
      
      One

      
      ‘Alice, for goodness’ sake, get off Mike’s bed!’

      
      Mum stood in the doorway, waving a feather duster at the naughty dog. Alice looked up and then gazed casually around the room
         and back to Mum as if to say, ‘Who, me?’ She was an expert at this fake innocent look. Sometimes it got her out of trouble.
         But this time it didn’t work.
      

      
      ‘Out!’ said Mum.

      
      Alice took her time. Labradors, especially when they were getting along in years, weren’t known for speed and agility, and
         Alice wasn’t about to disprove that. She uncurled and stretched. The bed sagged alarmingly.
      

      
      ‘Alice! Get off!’

      
      Mum sounded annoyed now. Alice knew that she was supposed to sleep beside the bed and not on it, but the sheets and pillow smelt like Mike, her favourite person, and there were often food scraps on the quilt: biscuit
         crumbs, flakes of chocolate, and the odd peanut or jelly bean. So whenever she could, she jumped up to explore and then have
         a snooze.
      

      
      With a huff and a snuff, she slid down with her tail between her legs to show that she was upset, and waddled past Mum and
         down the hallway to the kitchen, which was another excellent place for a greedy dog to explore.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no you don’t,’ said Mum. ‘You’re in disgrace. Come on, outside!’

      
      Mum was too busy to be tripping over her. She had three joeys to feed and an injured koala to attend to, Mark was home from
         school with a cold, the phone had just started ringing, and someone was knocking on the front door. Alice started growling deep in her throat as she padded towards the door, and the fur went up on the back of her neck.
         She often did this when she didn’t know who was on the other side. It was her brave watchdog act.
      

      
      Mum grabbed the phone first. It was Uncle Pete, to say he was coming over to check on the koala and the parrot with the fungal
         growth and the possum with the torn ear.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I can’t talk now. Someone’s at the door.’

      
      She put down the receiver and hurried up the passage. Alice was still growling deep in her throat, which meant it wasn’t someone
         they knew. At times like this Mum was glad that she had a big dog to protect her. And Mark, who was curled up on the sofa
         by the fire, sleeping.
      

      
      Animal Haven was rather isolated. The Great Ocean Road was nearby with a steady stream of cars and trucks winding their way
         past the caravan park, but the sanctuary nestled in the foothills behind the camping area, and there were no houses close
         by.  Strangers who called in were usually looking for directions, or wanting casual work and sometimes they just wanted to see
         the animals.
      

      
      With one hand on Alice’s collar, Mum opened the door. Through the screen door that most Australian homes had to keep out all
         sorts of pests like flies, midges and mosquitoes, she could see two men standing on the porch. Both were dressed casually
         in t-shirts and jeans.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Green?’ said the taller one, removing his sunglasses. ‘I’m James Johnson. And this is Paul Sandani. May we come in? We
         have something to discuss with you.’
      

      
      Mum kept the screen door snibbed. ‘What’s it in regard to?’ she asked cautiously.

      
      ‘Shellfish. We’re marine biologists. We’ve heard that there are some interesting specimens to be found around here, but we
         don’t know the area particularly well and we thought—’
      

      
      ‘Could I see some identification, please?’ asked Mum.

      
      The shorter man called Paul looked annoyed, but James dug in his pocket and dragged out his wallet.
      

      
      ‘Here’s my card,’ he said, flashing it quickly.

      
      Mum released the catch on the door and opened it. Alice growled loudly and the fur on the back of her neck went straight up
         again like a stiff brush.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right,’ said Mum, but Alice was still going on.

      
      Mum frowned. Once Alice was given the okay, she usually stopped growling at strangers and fell all over them, demanding to
         be patted. Maybe she was upset at being ordered out of the bedroom. But she’d been ordered out heaps of times and didn’t usually
         stay cranky about it. There was something about these two men that she didn’t seem to like.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ said Mum. ‘I’m afraid I’m really busy right now. I’m expecting the vet any minute and my husband’s due back. We’ve
         got some injured animals to attend to. But I can give you a marine map of the area and details of the shellfish and marine life along the coast if you like.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks,’ said the man called Paul. ‘That would be helpful.’

      
      Mum left Alice blocking the doorway and still rumbling ominously, and hurried to the study to get the map and some information
         sheets. She was pretty sure that the men wouldn’t try to get past.
      

      
      ‘Who is it?’

      
      Mark had woken up and walked down the passage to see who was at the door. Maybe it was someone selling chocolates for a charity,
         and he could persuade Mum to buy some. But the two men standing there weren’t holding anything. Alice was growling and throbbing
         like a tractor.
      

      
      ‘G’day, sonny,’ one of them said. ‘Having a holiday from school?’

      
      ‘I’m sick,’ said Mark, and sneezed violently through the mesh. The men stepped back in a hurry as he turned and wandered back
         down the passage to the warm fire.
      

      
      
      Mum came back with the maps and grinned to herself. The men were still there, and looking decidedly edgy. Carol the camel
         had arrived and was leaning against the porch railing with her head close to Paul’s shoulder, gazing at him with her yellowy
         camel eyes and breathing steamy and rather smelly camel-breath through her hairy nostrils. Elsie the emu on the other side
         stared at James. Wannabe Wallaby the black dog was sitting at the bottom of the steps with his teeth slightly bared and a
         watchful look in his eyes. Obviously none of the animals was too happy about these strangers.
      

      
      Suddenly Eddy the cockatoo swooped in from wherever he’d been perching and landed with a thud on Carol’s hump. He glared at
         them too.
      

      
      ‘Quite a zoo you’ve got here,’ said Paul. ‘Er—does this camel bite?’

      
      ‘Not usually,’ said Mum She’d had her suspicions confirmed by the way the animals were acting.

      
      All the Greens knew that often animals were better judges of character than humans. There was nothing that Mum could pin down, though, because the men were polite and
         respectful. She’d only got a fleeting glance at the card. So who knew whether the two of them were marine biologists or not?
      

      
      She glanced past them and down the long drive. There was a black car parked beside the rose bushes. She tried to make out
         the number plate, just in case there was any trouble in the neighbourhood, but there was a bush in the way, so she opened
         the door and handed the map and information sheets to James.
      

      
      ‘I hope this will be helpful,’ she said. ‘If there’s not enough information, please feel free to come again, but phone first
         so that my husband can spend more time talking to you.’
      

      
      ‘Good riddance,’ said Eddy, bobbing his crest up and down. ‘You stink. Drop dead.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ said Mum, struggling not to laugh as the men jumped with fright. ‘That’s Eddy, our talking cocky. I’m afraid his
         language is a bit rough around the edges sometimes. Oh, here comes Pete. He might be able to help you with your enquiries.’
      

      
      The men glanced at each other, and Mum immediately saw that they weren’t keen to hang around and talk to him.

      
      ‘Sorry, we have to go,’ said Paul, turning swiftly and almost falling over Wannabe.

      
      ‘Yes. Thanks for your help.’ James nodded and both men went hurrying to their car as Uncle Pete came barrelling up towards
         the gate. By the time he’d driven up, stopped his van and jumped out, the black car had passed him going quite fast in the
         opposite direction.
      

      
      ‘Who was that?’ he asked. ‘They were driving a bit too fast for my liking. And what’s this? My welcoming committee?’

      
      Mum was glad to see her brother-in-law, and she smiled. ‘I actually think it’s more the farewell committee. The animals and
         birds took a dislike to them for some reason.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ said Uncle Pete. ‘If animals don’t like humans, it’s usually for a good reason. Never mind, hopefully they’ll keep on going and never come back.’
      

      
      But as Mum led him into the house, she had a sneaking feeling that she hadn’t seen the last of them. However, she didn’t have
         time to worry about their visit because this Friday was turning out to be busier than usual.
      

      
      Dad phoned to say that he was dealing with a serious incident where four kangaroos had been shot, and he didn’t know how many
         had escaped with bad injuries, so he was searching the bush with old Ben. There was no shooting allowed in the national park,
         but stupid humans with guns sometimes decided to have fun and shoot at the animals. Last night they’d all heard shots deep
         in the forest, and both Dad and Mum had known that meant trouble.
      

      
      Old Ben lived alone on a small farm in the Otway Ranges. He had a few sheep, cattle and chickens as well as pedigreed Queensland
         blue heeler dogs. The best of the lot was Sheila, who was the smartest, most intelligent dog in the area.
      

      
      
      So when Dad had found the dead roos, he’d gone to see Ben.

      
      Ben was a great tracker. His best friend Freddy, who was Aboriginal, had been a fantastic tracker, and had taught Ben his
         skills before he died. Ben said they had been blood brothers, which was a big honour, and that Freddy’s spirit still roamed
         through the bush. Dad said he wasn’t too sure about that, but then again the Aboriginal spirit world and legends were something
         that white people would never understand, so it could be true.
      

      
      With the help of Sheila’s nose, Dad and Ben had found four dead grey kangaroos. Fortunately there were no joeys in the pouches
         of the two females. Now they were tracking injured animals through the dense bush. If they were in too much pain, Dad would
         have to shoot them. If they could be rescued, Animal Haven would give them shelter and care for them until they could return
         to the forest.
      

      
      ‘Sheila’s found something,’ said Ben, bending to peer at the ground. ‘Sit, Sheila.’

      
      
      The smart dog did as she was told. She knew that the injured animal would be terrified of her, and her job was done for the
         moment. Now the humans needed to take over.
      

      
      Ben and Dad walked into the thicket. Then Sheila quivered as she heard a loud bang. That meant that the kangaroo had been
         too badly injured to be kept alive. But there were more scents to follow, and maybe the next trail would lead to an animal
         that could be saved.
      

      
      She got busy with her nose again and the men followed, with Ben’s sharp eyes studying broken twigs, flattened grass and trampled
         bracken that no one else would even notice.
      

      
      Over the next few hours they found two more dead kangaroos and two injured ones that could be saved. Dad and Ben carried each
         animal back between them in a blanket, with Sheila following at a respectful distance so she wouldn’t frighten the kangaroos
         or the small joey that had been found shaking and shivering behind a clump of grass.
      

      
      Even the rustling of a rabbit in the bushes nearby couldn’t deter her. When she was working, she was right on the job.
      

      
      Finally the injured kangaroos were transported to Animal Haven in Dad’s patrol wagon and Ben and Sheila went back to the farm.

      
      ‘Take care,’ said Dad as he headed down the drive. ‘These idiots might start on your sheep and cattle, and you. So be alert.’
      

      
      ‘No worries,’ said Ben. ‘I’ve dealt with hooligans before.’

      
      By the time Dad returned, the two strangers at the door were the least of Mum’s worries. Injured animals meant more hard work.
         Fortunately Uncle Pete was still there and the surgery was quickly prepared so he could operate on the kangaroos.
      

      
      ‘Some humans shouldn’t have been born,’ said Mike angrily when he and Meg arrived home from school to find Uncle Pete working desperately on the two injured greys
         in the surgery and the poor frightened little joey in Mum’s arms being given a bottle.
      

      
      
      ‘If you’re brought up to shoot and hunt, then I suppose you think it’s okay,’ said Meg.

      
      ‘I want to learn to shoot,’ said Mark who’d decided that he was better now and had wandered into the kitchen for a snack.
         ‘Then I’ll shoot all the bad guys and teach them a lesson.’
      

      
      ‘Violence doesn’t solve anything,’ said Mum, jiggling the bottle so that the joey could get more milk. ‘It only promotes more
         violence.’
      

      
      ‘Guns should be banned!’ Mark stuck out his bottom lip.

      
      ‘Hang on. One minute you wanted to get one and shoot the bad guys and now you reckon they should be banned,’ said Meg. ‘Do
         you want to ban Dad from having a gun?’
      

      
      Mark was silent. He knew that Dad had to shoot animals in the bush when they were horribly injured or ill because it wasn’t
         as cruel as letting them starve to death or die in agony. It was all too hard. It wasn’t really guns that were the problem;
         it was the people who misused them.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ said Mum. ‘Can you feed this joey, Mark? Be really gentle because she’s scared. I have to get out to the surgery and help Pete finish up.’
      

      
      Mum, being a nurse, usually stood with Uncle Pete when he operated on the animals, but it had been crucial that the little
         joey got fed, so as soon as the stitching had started, she’d scurried off to the kitchen to prepare the formula. Mark sat
         down and Mum passed the joey over to him.
      

      
      ‘How do we know that there aren’t more injured animals and orphaned joeys in that part of the bush?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Dad took Ben. And of course Sheila was on the job. Have nose, will sniff,’ said Mum.

      
      ‘Sheila’s a legend,’ said Mike. ‘I wish we had a dog like her. Could we get one of her pups when they’re ready for new homes,
         Mum? I really liked that gutsy one called Wheeler.’
      

      
      ‘I liked Deila,’ said Meg. ‘She was so smart.’

      
      ‘Oh, but what about Meila? She was so cheeky,’ said Mark eagerly.

      
      The Greens had all seen the pups being trained when Sheila had taught them how to start tracking. Ben wouldn’t sell the pups until they were trained up even though
         they’d all been weaned. Farmers around the area knew they’d get dogs that were smart and knew the basic commands: sit, heel,
         go way back. And they knew to drop, to stay, to go right or left, to concentrate and take pride in their work and round up
         cattle and sheep easily and efficiently without making the animals frightened.
      

      
      ‘We don’t need another dog,’ said Mum over her shoulder as she left the kitchen. ‘We’ve got Alice and Wannabe.’

      
      ‘They’re both useless,’ Mark called out as she disappeared. ‘Wannabe thinks he’s a wallaby and Alice is too fat and lazy to
         do any useful work at all. We need another dog. A working dog!’
      

      
      Alice was under the table and frowned. What was this? Another dog? A working dog? What the heck did Mark think she did all day? This morning there would have been big trouble if she hadn’t growled at
         those strangers and kept them at bay. She’d done some excellent work. Those men had been bad news.
      

      
      And Sheila’s fame was overrated. Okay, she was smart and intelligent, a nice dog and she did a good job of bringing up her
         pups.
      

      
      But Alice had a nose, too. Alice knew she could have done just as good a job of tracking injured kangaroos, given half a chance.
         The problem was that her family took her for granted.
      

      
      Well, she’d show them!
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