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One



‘I wonder if it’ll ever stop raining!’


Meg was staring glumly out of the bus window as it wound its way along the Great Ocean Road to Boyer and school.


‘Well, it will eventually,’ replied her twin brother Mike, who was miserable, thinking of the wet-day timetable ahead.


He was mad about sport, and liked nothing better than to get outside and kick the footy with his mates or shoot a few hoops. Wet-day timetable meant they had to eat lunch indoors and stuff about in their classroom, the computer room or the library. He liked the computers, but there’d be every kid in the school trying to get onto them, and usually the big kids had priority.


Boyer Consolidated, tucked into a fold of the Otways, went from Preps to Year 12, although there were hardly five hundred kids. Because there was only one class for each age group it meant that Mike and Meg were both together, but they didn’t mind. Of course, their brother Mark, who was busily breathing on the bus window and drawing what looked suspiciously like naked humans, was in a lower year.


Every day the Greens travelled for twenty minutes each way on the school bus. Sometimes it was a real pain, but then the benefits of living at Animal Haven right on the edge of Benwerrin State Park made it bearable.


Old Tom, the driver, glared at Mark in his rear view mirror.


‘Stop that, Mark Green,’ he said. ‘No drawing on the windows!’


As he rounded the next bend he looked away from the mirror at the road ahead, gasped, and put his foot hard on the brake. The bus skidded slightly on the wet road and came to a stop a metre away from a landslide. They often occurred in wet weather, with rocks and soil from the high cliffs above dislodging and falling onto the road. Most times they were only small landslides, but this was a big one.


‘Yay!’ yelled Mark. ‘No school!’


All the other kids on the bus cheered, and Ricky Valdani, the bus pest, opened his lunch box, unwrapped his sandwiches, cheese and salami, which he hated, and chucked them out the window.


‘Yessss! Home to play Crash Bandicoot and eat two-minute noodles!’ he yelled. ‘Turn the bus round, Tom. Let’s go!’


‘You’re still going to school. I can head up Jamieson’s Track and use the Sabine road,’ growled Tom.


Everyone groaned. They’d forgotten that there was another way to get to Boyer. What a bummer!


Tom reversed the bus until he could turn, then they trundled along until they reached Jamieson’s Track. The river was in flood and water was rising over the banks. The track was muddy and slippery as the bus toiled up like a water-logged bug further into the Otways, the fierce westerly wind driving the rain in sheets against the windscreen so hard that old Tom could barely see, despite the windscreen wipers.


‘I don’t think this is such a good idea,’ muttered Mike, as the bus lurched and rocked alarmingly. ‘We’ve only gone about halfway and the road’s getting heaps worse. It’s only supposed to be a track for dry-weather use anyway, and mainly for four-wheel drives. Already it’s washed away in places and there’s huge pot holes.’


They rounded another bend only to find a that huge gum tree had crashed down onto the track.


‘That’s that!’ said Meg. ‘We’ll have to go back!’


All the kids cheered as Tom grunted something under his breath and started reversing again. But the wheels couldn’t get traction on the slippery mud, and the bus started sliding towards the embankment.


‘We’re gunna be killed!’ shrieked Kara Bronley, leaping out of her seat.


She’d been staying overnight at Jessica Gleeson’s house, and usually lived in Boyer where her dad was manager of the bank. She was always wearing the latest designer clothes, and was a spoilt little busybody who drove Mark mad because he had to sit next to her in school.


‘It’ll be all right,’ soothed Jessica, blinking like an owl behind her thick glasses, and grabbing Kara by her sleeve.


‘Sit down,’ thundered Tom, as the bus skidded sideways across the track. ‘Stay calm!’


Everyone was screaming! The rear wheels went over the edge of the embankment and then, with a resounding thump, the bus banged up hard against a tree. Tom slumped over the wheel and was still.


‘Tom!’ Meg jumped out of her seat and rushed over to him and felt his pulse. She moved his head gently to one side so he could breathe. His face was cold and clammy: he didn’t look good at all. Had he suffered a heart attack, or what?


‘We need help,’ she said, scurrying back to her seat to get out her mobile.


But Mike already had his own out of his school bag and was calling Emergency, punching in the numbers fast. He listened, shook the phone, listened again and frowned.


‘Nothing. It’s static. We need to be on top of the hill,’ he said in disgust.


‘Look, everyone, just stay calm. The bus can’t roll down the cliff: it’s wedged against the tree. You might as well sit here and do homework or play games while Meg and I walk up the track far enough to get through on the mobile.’


It was teeming as the two Aussie Angels left the bus and started slogging uphill, their heads bent against the driving rain, as they squelched through the mud. The water was rushing down the road in a torrent, and the trees moaned and groaned in the wild wind.


‘You know what they say,’ puffed Meg, as they slogged steadily higher up the hill. ‘Beautiful Otways. Drizzling one day; pouring the next.’


‘Yeah. Bushfires in summer, mists in autumn and floods in winter. Why do we live here?’


‘Because it’s the best place on earth,’ said Meg, trying to be cheerful. ‘Smell the bush. Isn’t it great?’


‘All I can smell is mud!’


Finally they reached the crest of the hill. Huge mountain gums stood like Grenadier guards, their leafy crowns like fat busbies, as Mike, sheltering under one, tried the mobile again. Nothing.


‘What are we going to do now?’


‘Try Animal Haven. Maybe we can get a connection on a different satellite receptor because it’s over in that direction, and there’s smaller mountains between home and us,’ Meg suggested.


‘Okay.’ Mark punched in the numbers for Animal Haven. He listened, then beamed at Meg. ‘It’s ringing.’


Then, ‘Mum? We need help. There’s a landslide blocking the Great Ocean Road and Tom took the bus up Jamieson’s Track.’


‘You’re fading,’ said Mum. ‘I didn’t hear the last bit. Where are you?’


‘Jamieson’s Track. We’ve been in a bit of an accident and it looks like Tom’s had a heart attack or something.’


The line crackled and went dead.


‘Try again,’ said Meg.


But this time they couldn’t get through.


‘I hope Mum heard the Jamieson’s Track bit,’ said Mike anxiously, trying to phone in for the third time. ‘Still dead. But at least she heard the first part, about the landslide, if nothing else.’


‘What’ll we do now?’


Mike frowned. ‘There’s Pete Jackson’s farm off the Sabine road, but it’d take an hour to walk there. I guess the best thing is for us to go to the bus and wait.’


Back at the bus, they found that some of the older kids had been busy. They’d managed to get Tom from behind the steering wheel and had carried him up to the long seat down the back where they’d piled coats and jackets on him to keep him warm.


‘I don’t think he’s had a heart attack,’ said Phong, who was in Year 12 and studied Health as her major. ‘I think he banged his head on the glass panel when the bus hit the tree, or else he’s gone into shock. There’s not much we can do except keep him warm and do CPR if he stops breathing.’


‘We couldn’t get through to Emergency, but I did get through to Animal Haven. Mum knows there’s been a landslide, but I’m not sure if she heard the bit about Jamieson’s Track,’ said Meg. ‘Anyway they’ll have the alert out by now, and they’ll work out that the track we’ve taken’s probably the first before the landslide. So all we have to do is wait.’


‘I wish I hadn’t chucked my sandwiches out now,’ grumbled Ricky. ‘Anyone got something to eat?’


Meg gave him her apple. Some people needed to eat in moments of stress or boredom and apparently Ricky was one of them.


The others were all reading, chatting or playing games like Hangman or Tic Tac Toe quite calmly. They were from farms or houses in the bush and were used to dramas of one kind or another, so they didn’t panic once the initial shock was over. The wind drove the rain harder against the side of the bus, making it shake with the force.


‘What if that gum crashes on top of us?’ whined Kara, pointing to one that didn’t look too stable, with its roots exposed due to the wash-away, and its trunk swaying alarmingly.


‘We can’t do much about it, can we?’ said Mark tersely.


Kara Bronley was one big pain in the neck, the bane of his life, and sitting next to her in school was just awful. He thought she was the worst girl in the world because she was always trying to copy his work and pinch his good ideas. When he’d wanted to do seals for his animal project, that’s what she’d wanted to do, too. But his project had turned out heaps better because the Greens had rescued a fur seal on the Sugar Loaf Creek beach, he’d named her Selina, and they were still good friends, even though she’d been released back into Bass Strait. The old bull seal Samuel who lived round on the rocky point had become Selina’s minder, and together they’d fished and basked in the sun on the rocks. So Kara hadn’t had that story to put in her project and she’d only got a C, while he’d got an A!


Mark stared out the window, and then, as Tom couldn’t tell him off, he started drawing pictures of seals on the fogged-up glass. Seals were his favourite animals of all, so he drew Selina, then Samuel, then lots of seal pups—a whole colony—then he moved into the next seat to finish his picture.


‘How long have we been here?’ Kara griped. ‘It seems like hours!’


‘About half an hour.’


‘It feels like a year. I need to pee.’


‘Well, go and do it, then,’ said Phong shortly. Her parents had a berry farm near Wye River, and they worked long hours tending their crops. She didn’t have much patience for spoilt little girls.


‘Here? There’s no toilet!’


‘You either go behind a tree and pee, or you hang on. Or you wet your pants! So take your choice!’ said Phong shortly, checking on Tom yet again.


As the oldest one on the bus, she felt responsible for them all. She was glad the Aussie Angels were here, though: they were sensible and practical. If she had to do CPR on Tom, they’d help her because they knew first aid and were calm in an emergency.


Kara started walking down the aisle. She just had to go!
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