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To Anne Macpherson,
with thanks for your help.





One



‘Duck!’ yelled Mark.


Meg and Mike didn’t need a second warning. Who knew what was going to come flying through the air? When Mark’s inventions went wrong and blew up, all sorts of things from springs to sockets would become airborne.


So Meg and Mike hit the ground with their hands over their heads.


‘What’s up with you two?’ called Mum from the lounge room window.


‘Not what’s up; what’s down!’ said Mark, looking puzzled. ‘I yelled at them to look at the duck and they both fell over.’


‘What?’ Meg sat up and stared out the window to see what Mark was pointing at. ‘Hey. It’s a real duck! I thought you meant—oh, never mind.’


Mark looked cross. ‘There was no need to go crazy.’


‘Well, you can’t blame us,’ said Mike, as he got to his feet and dusted off bits of grass clippings and twigs. ‘You’re pulling that old motor apart to make some sort of automatic bird feeder. That’s what you said. The world’s first automatic bird feeder from an old washing machine motor. So when you said “duck”, we thought there were flying missiles coming straight for us.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Mark, his hands on his hips. ‘Dad won’t let me plug it in, so how can it blow up?’


Because Mark was becoming a danger to himself and the general public with his homemade inventions, Dad had banned him from plugging any of them into electric sockets. There’d been his popcorn machine made out of an old blender, his automatic watering timer made out of a kitchen clock—the list went on and on. Dad said that if Mark eventually invented something that actually worked, they’d all be millionaires. But so far they’d all been duds.


By now Mum had come out onto the porch to see what all the fuss was about.


‘Oh, just look what’s come to visit us,’ she said as she shaded her eyes with one hand. ‘A duck.’


‘That’s what I said!’ Mark scowled as they all stared at their visitor.


A snowy-white duck with a bright orange beak was waddling up the driveway, and didn’t seem the least upset when Alice and Wannabe went trotting down to greet it. It was obviously used to friendly dogs that wagged tails.


Elsie the emu, who’d decided to check Mum’s front garden for snails and slugs, glanced up briefly. She saw a fat bird with very short legs heading their way, but it didn’t pose any threat to her. She was still the longest legged bird at Animal Haven, so there was no competition with this short-butted creature. Elsie went back to her snail-and-slug hunt.


But Eddy was peeved. A white duck? It needn’t think that it was going to live here! This duck didn’t know the rules. Eddy was the only white bird living permanently at Animal Haven, apart for some silly seagulls that he allowed to cruise through and look for food scraps, and seagulls didn’t count.


‘Duck out,’ he squawked, dive-bombing the duck.


‘Eddy!’ bellowed Mark. ‘Leave that duck alone!’


But the duck wasn’t worried about Eddy. It just kept on waddling up the driveway, looking neither right nor left, flanked on one side by Alice and on the other by Wannabe, until it reached the foot of the steps.


‘Quack,’ it said politely, with its head on one side. ‘Quack, quack.’


It looked straight at Mum.


‘You must have an invisible sign on top of your head,’ giggled Meg. ‘Stray animals and birds welcome.’


‘This duck is really cool. I want it for a pet,’ said Mark. ‘Can we keep it, Mum?’


‘You already have one bird as a pet,’ Mike pointed out. ‘And that’s Eddy.’


‘I know. But I want a duck too.’


‘Eat worms,’ screeched Eddy indignantly. ‘Cocky want a Tim Tam.’


He was trying to tell Mark that a duck was a really inferior bird that liked worms, snails and slugs, and ducks were on a par with ditsy birds like emus. Everyone knew that Elsie wasn’t the brightest bird on the planet, while, he, Eddy, was a far superior bird that could talk, eat Tim Tams in a sophisticated way, and was super-intelligent. He was sure that ducks didn’t have much in the brain department. All they ever did was quack. And how smart was that?


Meanwhile, the duck had suddenly turned around and was waddling back down the driveway again.


‘It just dropped in to say hello,’ said Mike, shrugging his shoulders.


‘I don’t think so.’ Meg frowned. ‘I’d say it wants us to follow it.’


‘Do you realise that nearly every stray animal that walks up this driveway wants us to follow it?’ said Mum in a slightly exasperated voice. ‘There was that brumby colt, remember?’


‘He led us to him by whinnying,’ Meg reminded her.


‘Eddy. Eddy,’ squawked Eddy in their ears.


How could these humans forget so soon that he was the one who’d found the colt shivering and injured in the bushes and given them the wake-up call?


‘And Sheila the heeler. She turned up to get our help when old Ben went missing,’ said Mike.


‘Eddy. Eddy,’ shrieked Eddy, who was getting annoyed, because he’d been the one who led Sheila to the animal shelter, even though everyone thought she’d come on her own.


Eddy decided that he might as well be living in the forest or back at the stud farm if this was how much he was appreciated. After all, he’d helped with rescuing nearly every animal, from big animals like Carol the camel getting lost in the forest, to a marsupial dunnart about the size of a domestic mouse getting reunited with its relatives in the dunnart colony. He’d helped rescue a horse that was bogged in a creek. He’d spotted the illegal army camp and saved some wombats. He’d done most of the scouting work. Who else had such a keen eye-in-the-sky?


Meg, Mike and Mum began to follow the duck down the driveway, while Mark rushed back inside for the video camera. You never knew what exciting things might be at the end of the trail. Apart from pulling things to bits and putting them together again at the far end of the porch, Mark loved photography, especially live action. He came rushing out and crashed headlong into Elsie who was high-stepping past the shrubbery. Just the wrong moment.


‘OOMPH,’ said Mark through a mouthful of emu feathers. ‘Get out of the way, Elsie!’


Eddy, circling above, gave a loud screech. Now this duck was going to be starring in one of Mark’s movies. It wasn’t fair at all!


But there was one thing he knew for sure. He had to get rid of it!





Two



‘This duck isn’t messing about,’ puffed Meg, as it waddled purposefully across the road and headed into the forest.


‘It’s going to the swamp,’ said Mike.


The swamp was a backwater of the nearby creek. It was home to a number of water birds—wild ducks, cranes, egrets, herons and dabblers. In winter, the Angels sometimes went there to explore, but they weren’t allowed to go in spring, summer or autumn, because it was also home to tiger, brown and copperhead snakes. Everyone knew that you didn’t wander around in marshy, reedy areas unless you absolutely had to.


‘I bet I know what we’re going to find,’ said Mike tersely, as they walked along following the duck. ‘An injured duck.’


‘It’s not duck-shooting season yet,’ Meg replied. ‘So I don’t think we’re going to have a shot-up bird on our hands.’


After a short walk they arrived at the edge of the swampy ground.


‘This is as far as we go,’ said Mum. ‘Alice. Wannabe. Sit!’


And both the dogs sat. When she used that tone of voice, there was no argument. The duck disappeared into the reeds, quacking loudly, and there was a lot of rustling and the tops of the bulrushes quivered as something moved through them. The duck quacked again, and this time something quacked back.


‘Told you. An injured duck!’ Meg looked grim.


‘I’m not going in there,’ said Mark, balancing the video camera on his shoulder. ‘It’s full of snakes.’


‘There’s no need to,’ said Mum. She squatted down so she could peer in through the reeds. ‘The ducks are coming out.’


The white duck emerged again, and behind it were six little yellow balls of fluff on legs, with another white duck bringing up the rear.


‘It’s a whole family,’ yelled Mark, jumping up and down with excitement. ‘Now I’ve got eight pet ducks!’ He started the camera whirring frantically.


Above them, Eddy screeched in disgust. Two white birds? And were all these little yellow ones going to turn white as well? It was too much! He dive-bombed out of the sky, hit the ground with a thump in front of the ducks, then rolled over with his eyes shut and his legs in the air. Mark grinned as he kept filming. This could win “Australia’s Funniest Home Video”. He’d got a prize once and he was on the look-out for something funnier than Elsie getting tangled up with the clothesline this time.


‘Eddy’s playing dead,’ said Meg. ‘What a show-off.’


‘I think he’s trying to say these ducks are coming to Animal Haven over his dead body,’ Mum laughed. ‘Get up, Eddy. They’re ducks, not cockies. You don’t need to be scared of them. You’re still number one with us.’


Eddy opened one eye. ‘Tim Tam?’ he said hopefully.


‘Yes, you can have a Tim Tam if you get up off the ground right now and promise to be kind and help these ducks settle in,’ said Mum firmly.


Eddy thought about this, while the ducks stood in a line, waiting for him to move.


‘Quack?’ said the big white duck with its head on one side.


‘Quack!’ said Eddy, and, rolling over, suddenly launched himself off the ground, flying fast, towards Animal Haven.


The ducks walked along in single file again as if nothing had happened.


‘I wonder if that’s the male in the front, or the female?’ asked Meg, as the humans and two dogs followed slowly behind.


‘The male’s called the drake,’ said Mark importantly. ‘And the female’s called—um, Mum, what’s the female called? The drakess?’


‘A duck,’ said Mike.


‘That can’t be right. The male duck’s called a drake and the female duck’s called a duck? That’s not fair.’


‘Why not?’ Mum winked at Meg and Mike.


‘Because the drake gets two names, drake duck, and the female only gets one name: duck.’


‘No. She gets two. Duck Duck,’ teased Meg.


‘The female’s actually called a hen,’ said Mum.


‘A hen? A duck hen? That’s even more stupid!’


Mark stopped so suddenly that the others bumped into him.


‘We have to find eight names,’ he said, clasping one hand to his head. ‘Eight!’


‘That’s easy. The ducklings can be Flo, Geo, Joe, Moe, Poe … er, that’s five.’ Mike counted them off on his fingers. ‘And Toe. There you go. Six names, mate. And for the big ones, er—’


‘They’re dumb names for ducks!’ Mark had his camera focused on the ducks as he followed their progress across the road and up the driveway. ‘Totally stupid!’


‘Okay, then, you think of better ones.’


‘I will!’


‘Where do you think they’re heading?’ asked Meg, interrupting the argument, as the ducks marched across the lawn. ‘They seem to be taking a short-cut to the front steps.’


‘They’re probably going inside to sit down and watch their famous relative on TV.’ Mike grinned at her. ‘You know. Donald.’


But the duck in the lead stopped at the foot of the steps, with the rest of the family bunching up behind. Then they all sat down on the grass.


‘Their little legs must be tired from all that walking,’ said Mark, still filming ‘Maybe we should’ve carried them.’


‘I don’t think either the drake or the duck would’ve let you pick up their ducklings,’ said Meg.


‘It’s strange.’ Mum stared at the ducks. ‘Usually the drake doesn’t hang around when the eggs hatch. The mother brings up her little flock on her own. But these two seem to be a pigeon pair.’
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