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The Emu
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When Danny first saw the dark shape behind the bushes he stopped short. His heart skipped with fright. The shape had been moving about slowly but now it stood still, screened by the leaves and branches. It was big, taller than Danny himself — a thick mass below and a tapering stalk above, like a curving yacca stem. Suddenly it moved again and Danny relaxed with a smile. It was an emu.

For a moment or two they stood eyeing each other. The emu was curious. It held its head high and looked at Danny inquisitively with sharp bright eyes. Now and again it changed the angle of its gaze or moved its long neck slightly, trying to make him out. Danny grinned and peered back.

Neither of them was afraid. After a while the emu decided that Danny was not really interesting and walked out into an open patch in the scrub, picking and pecking as it went. Danny stepped from his screen of bushes and stood watching.

It was late in the afternoon. The sunlight was touching the leaves with long golden lances and the ground under the trees was speckled with shadows and shapes of sudden light. Further off, the cleared patches on the slopes of the ranges were greening with spring grass.

Danny loved the scrub lands and the ranges. His mother and father let him roam about in them as much as he liked provided he was careful and didn’t go too far. He found all kinds of treasures in them: abandoned birds’ nests, the bones of animals, sloughed snake skins, even old buckles and bits of harness from the old days of horsemen and drovers.

Danny moved closer to the emu, imitating its walk with long, jerky strides. He held up his arm and kinked his hand to make it look like an emu’s head, pretending to be another bird following its mate. In that way they walked in line for a while until the emu stopped at last and looked back suspiciously. Danny sensed that it was fed up with his nonsense. He was afraid that it might suddenly come forward and peck at him with its strong beak or kick out with its powerful legs. He decided to retreat.

At the same time he heard his mother ringing the gong in the back garden, calling him to come home. It was really the wheel rim of an old plough hanging from the branch of a tree by a bit of wire, but when she struck it with a metal bar it made a tremendous din that rose up into the clear air and echoed away over the hillsides. ‘Danny,’ she called, beating the gong rapidly. ‘D-a-n-n-y.’

He turned and started to run home down the slope, dodging logs, leaping over washaways, swerving past boulders and rocky outcrops until he came down onto the flat land near the house. There was a rickety mailbox near the gate with PATERSON printed unevenly on it. The backyard was a jumble of coops and fowlyards, woodheaps and dog kennels, fruit trees and compost heaps. Beyond it were the paddocks of their little farm, with a few cattle, sheep and goats grazing in the late afternoon sunlight.

The farm was on the outskirts of the town. There were only a few hundred people in the place altogether — a main street, a few shops and offices, a service station, two churches, a hotel, a branch library, a school, and two bridges over the river. The houses were scattered about, sometimes in a broken row as if trying hard to line up into a real street, sometimes dotted further off with vacant blocks or clumps of trees between them.

The river started in the hills and ran down past the town. In summer it was nothing but a weary trickle with a few wide pools here and there, but after heavy rain it sometimes surged down in high flood and lapped the decks of the bridges with muddy water and brown foam.

As Danny came running into the backyard his father was splitting wood for the kitchen stove. He glanced up briefly. ‘Here, Danny,’ he called. ‘Take some of this in to your mother.’ They both collected an armful and made for the kitchen. The sun was dipping down behind the hills and long shadows had fallen across the valley. It was suddenly cool, even cold.

‘There’ll be a nip in the air tonight,’ his father said. ‘Could be a frost in the morning.’

Danny was grateful for the warmth of the kitchen as they sat down to tea.

‘What have you been doing today?’ his mother asked. ‘Exploring again?’

‘I saw an emu,’ Danny answered. ‘A big one.’

‘Really? In the scrub?’

‘Yes. And it didn’t run away. It just looked at me.’

His father was slicing the bread. ‘They often come down this way,’ he said, ‘heading for the river to have a drink.’

‘D’you think there are more of them?’ Danny asked.

‘Sure to be. They usually move in groups — three or four together. Sometimes there are as many as a dozen or more.’

‘I’ll watch out for them,’ Danny said. ‘I like emus.’
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Rescuing the Egg
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The following day was the last day of the school holidays. Danny, and his best friend Billy Dunlop, were fishing for yabbies in a big pool beyond the west bridge.

Danny was almost twelve. He was well built for his age, nuggetty and strong, with fair hair and blue-grey eyes. Billy was only a few weeks younger but he was much smaller, with a freckled face and legs that were inclined to be bandy.

They had caught three or four yabbies and Danny was doing his best to coax another one forward so that Billy could slip his dab net under it from behind. They were using a chicken drumstick as bait. It was tied to the end of a long piece of string and Danny was tense with concentration as he eased it forwards very slowly with the yabby still clinging to it.

‘Hey, Billy,’ he called softly, keeping his eyes steadfastly on the line. ‘Quick, get the net.’

Billy looked up. ‘Ooh, what a beauty,’ he said. With the net in his hand he stepped carefully into the water at the edge of the pool. He had to avoid stirring up mud or sudden ripples.

‘Easy, easy,’ Danny whispered.

Billy reached over and began to lower the net stealthily behind the yabby. But at that moment, just as they seemed certain to make the catch, chaos broke out all around them. A hail of clods and mud bombs rained down on the water in front of their faces. One hit Danny on the shoulder and another splattered across Billy’s back.

‘Surprise, surprise!’ yelled a voice, followed by shrieks of laughter. It was Hacker Belton and his gang. His real name was Frank but nobody ever called him that, except Mr Moss, their teacher at school. Hacker was a yob who seemed to spend much of his time making life miserable for other people. He was older than everyone else at school and he was big — fat in the face and fat in the stomach. He always had four or five cronies tagging along behind him, not because they liked his company but because they were scared to break away from his gang.

Danny, who had been crouching at the water’s edge, sprang up hastily to escape from the shower of mud, trod in a hole on the bank, and fell over on his back. Billy stood in the water, sheltering his head with his arms. Danny got up angrily. ‘Ah, quit it will you?’ he yelled.

The members of the gang were searching for more mud, pressing it feverishly between their hands and working it into small cannonballs.

‘Out of the way,’ Hacker yelled at Darren Wolfe, one of his hangers-on, at the same time shoving him aside so violently that Darren went sprawling into the water. He came up spluttering, then rushed at Hacker who was just preparing to hurl another shower of missiles at Danny and Billy. Hacker was bowled over by the onrush and as he fell Darren’s foot came down hard in a tacky patch right in front of Hacker’s nose. A spurt of black mud shot forward into Hacker’s face.

‘Ah, poo!’ he yelled, spitting and wiping his mouth. ‘I’ll get you, Wolfe.’ An instant later there was a free-for-all with everyone in the gang throwing mud at everyone else, pushing and wrestling one another, sometimes in the water and sometimes out of it.
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