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      ‘You won’t be going to school this year,’ Mitch’s mother said. ‘You’ll be doing your lessons at home.’
      

      
      The news was so unexpected that Mitch gulped. ‘Why?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Because they’ve cancelled the school bus.’

      
      ‘Who has?’

      
      ‘The Government. The other children who used the bus last year have all moved away. You’re the only one left. Nobody is going to run a bus all that way just for one person. So you’ll work at home.’
      

      
      ‘All the year?’

      
      ‘This year and next year. After that we’ll have to send you to high school in the city.’

      
      All kinds of ideas were racing about in Mitch’s head. His life had always been so simple and well arranged but now everything
         had suddenly exploded. He had expected to start the year at school in Room 4 with Old Swamp. That was what everyone called
         Mr Marshland. Mitch thought it was a good nickname.
      

      
      A new idea crossed his mind and he smiled slyly. ‘I won’t have to get up so early any more, will I — if I don’t have to catch
         the bus? I’ll be able to sleep in.’
      

      
      His mother was curt. ‘Indeed you won’t.’

      
      Mitch was starting to like the idea of staying at home every day. ‘I’ll be able to do my schoolwork whenever I like. Go fishing
         if I want. I won’t have a teacher watching me all the time.’
      

      
      His mother fixed him with a stern stare. ‘I’ll be watching you all the time. There’ll be no fishing until every last bit of your schoolwork is finished for the day. I’ll see to that.’
      

      
      Mitch hung his head. What his mother said was true, all right. She would probably be tougher than any teacher he had ever
         had. He looked at her questioningly. ‘How will I know what I have to do?’
      

      
      ‘You’ll get everything you need from Distance Education. They’ll send you the lessons and mark your work. And every now and
         then a teacher will come down to see how you’re getting on. She’ll explain the hard bits and show me how I can help you.’
      

      
      Mitch began to see that life without schoolrooms and classmates was not going to be free and easy after all.
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      Mitch’s full name was Mitchell but nobody ever used it. He was Mitch to everyone — the bus driver, the school secretary, the
         teachers, even his own family. It was the same with his father whose name was Foster but who was always called Fos. Those
         who knew his full name — Foster Bird — thought it was incredibly apt because he was a ranger at the Coorong National Park
         in South Australia and one of his jobs was to foster the life of the birds and other wildlife there. He was a strong, active man, very
         firm and thorough, and always neatly dressed in his ranger’s uniform. Mitch’s mother was Meg, short for Margaret. She was
         kind but as sharp as a tack. If Mitch tried to argue with her he usually lost the argument.
      

      
      They lived in a house on the high ground overlooking the long stretch of the Coorong lagoon — a hundred kilometres of it stretching
         far away to left and right. When they looked out at it from one room or another, the different views framed by the windows
         were like the loveliest paintings Mitch could ever imagine. And they changed from hour to hour according to the time of the
         day.
      

      
      Just below them the ragged shore ran away into the distance. The lagoon, a little more than a kilometre wide just there, stretched
         straight ahead, and beyond it the jumbled crests of the sandhills rose up on the peninsula that separated the Coorong from
         the open sea. A wild place it was, with long rollers sweeping in from the far south and thundering onto the beach with a never-ending
         roar.
      

      
      
      Sometimes in the early morning when Mitch stood watching from the window of his room, the water in the Coorong was so calm
         that it lay before him like a huge mirror. At other times, when the breeze blew like a gentle breath and rucked up tiny wavelets,
         the mirror turned into ripple glass, brightened by sunlight or dulled by passing clouds. And when fierce winds blasted the
         peninsula in the distance the sand was whipped from the top of the sandhills until it trailed away in thin streams like golden
         smoke.
      

      
      Mitch was happy to look out at the scene forever. Often it was made even more magical by great flocks of waterbirds that lived
         on the Coorong or came to visit it from distant places. Although he didn’t especially think about it, Mitch knew he was lucky
         to be living in a place like that.
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      Because it was still early in January, Mitch didn’t have to worry about schoolwork for another two or three weeks and was able
         to do what he liked best — pottering about on the Coorong. Sometimes he helped his father on patrol but most of the time he
         was on his own. He was allowed to use one of his father’s boats — a little dinghy with an outboard motor. It gave him freedom
         to putter up and down on the lagoon, sometimes pausing at a good spot to catch fish for a while, sometimes landing to explore the nearby shore,
         and now and again sailing over to the peninsula and walking across the sandhills to the ocean beach. There he collected dozens
         of cockles — big juicy cockles that were perfect for bait and for eating — and put them in a wet sack to keep them fresh on
         the trip back. It was a long walk, and he was usually tired out at the end of it.
      

      
      His mother and father had very strict rules for him when he went out on his own like that. ‘Take care and always think ahead,’
         his father said over and over. ‘Even though it doesn’t look like it, the Coorong can be a dangerous place. A sudden storm
         can sink your boat in a second. Always put up markers when you go over to the beach. The walk across the sandhills may only
         be a kilometre or two but you can get lost there all the same. And never go into the sea on your own. Never ever, not even
         in water up to your knees. There are rips and surges, and huge rollers thundering in without warning. They’re so strong that
         they could sweep an elephant away. You’d just be a bit of flotsam, drowned in a wink. So always watch what you’re doing. Careful. Careful. Careful. That’s your motto.’
      

      
      Once, when he did lose his way for a while he was glad that his father had drummed such safety lessons into him because he
         was able to find the markers he had driven into the sand and follow them back to the dinghy where he had left it moored by
         the shore.
      

      
      There were always interesting things to explore on the ocean beach, or unlikely surprises to stumble on — driftwood washed
         up along the high tide mark, a fisherman’s coloured buoy, a sodden wicker basket half buried in the sand, pieces of rope,
         a craypot, beautiful shells, and even an oar that must have been washed overboard from a trawler in a storm.
      

      
      There were also interesting things to discover in the sandhills — blackened stones from the ancient campfires of the Aboriginal
         people, and masses of shells from their seafood heaped up over thousands of years in piles called middens; dead birds that
         had been wounded far away during the duck shooting season and had struggled on until they had fallen and died among the sandhills;
         and poisonous snakes that had to be avoided slowly and carefully.
      

      
      Sometimes rubbish from campers lay scattered about — empty stubbies, bottles and flagons, cardboard cartons, coloured wrappers,
         maggoty bits of meat or fish, chicken bones, plastic bags, cans and tins, and even thongs and bits of clothing that the campers
         had overlooked, probably because they’d been too drunk to put them on. When he found disgusting litter like that Mitch put
         up markers to pinpoint the spot so that he and his father could go back to clean up the mess and search for clues that might
         lead them to the yahoos who had done it.
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      One day at low tide, when he had just finished collecting a bag of cockles on the beach, Mitch heard the roar of far-off engines.
         He looked up quickly and was just able to see two dark specks in the distance — dune buggies or four-wheel-drive jalopies
         with hyped-up motors — hurtling towards him like demented metal hornets.
      

      
      Mitch grabbed his bag, raced across the beach, and hid behind a bush at the edge of the sandhills. He was only just in time. The two buggies were travelling so fast that
         they flashed past him in a couple of seconds and dwindled away in the distance. He had only a fleeting glimpse of the drivers.
         The one in the lead seemed to be a big man with a beard, his eyes hidden behind dark goggles. He wasn’t wearing a helmet of
         any kind and his long hair streamed back in the wind of his speed. The second driver was hunched low, concentrating madly
         on the buggy in front, straining to keep up. Mitch saw no more than a red helmet, a blue shirt, and two arms clutching the
         steering wheel. Within seconds both of the buggies were distant specks again, although the roar of their engines still hung
         in the air.
      

      
      Mitch came out of his hiding place onto the beach and stared after them. The tide was out and the strip of smooth sand between
         the sandhills and the sea was marked with their tyre treads so clearly that the pattern seemed to have been stitched onto
         it. He could understand why the place was called the Ninety Mile Beach, and why it was so popular with petrol heads. No race
         track could have been more inviting.
      

      
      
      He had just decided to head for home when he caught the sound of their engines again. They had turned round and were on their
         way back. He didn’t want to be seen, and he certainly didn’t want to be run down by a couple of hoons, so he raced back into
         the sandhills and crouched with his knees bent, peering over a small ridge as the two shapes rocketed towards him again. He
         hoped that this time he would be able to see them more clearly or perhaps catch a glimpse of their registration numbers —
         if they had any. But when the buggies were within a hundred metres of him they suddenly swerved to the right in a great blast
         of sand and disappeared into the sandhills. Their engines howled and they slowed to a crawl as they bucked and rocked up the
         crests and down the dips until he lost them somewhere deep in the peninsula.
      

      
      Mitch took his bag of cockles and followed their tracks for a while. It looked as though feral pigs had been rooting about.
         Deep troughs had been gouged in the sand, and where some of the crests were held together by fragile plants the tyres, straining
         for traction, had uprooted them and flung them aside.
      

      
      
      Mitch eyed the tracks in disgust. He knew what would happen next. When the winter gales howled in from the south they would
         blow the loose sand forward and start a blow-out. Without the roots of the plants to bind the crests the sandhills would ‘start
         marching’, as his father said, creating a little Sahara and pushing right into the Coorong.
      

      
      That night at the tea table Mitch described what had happened. His mother shook her head angrily. ‘Thoughtless nincompoops.
         They haven’t got a brain between them.’
      

      
      His father grunted. ‘They’re so empty-headed that if you shone a torch into their ears their eyes would light up.’

      
      They all laughed at that but it was a sour laugh. ‘It’s vandalism,’ Fos said, ‘but it’s hard to prevent. We have to catch
         them red-handed in prohibited places to prosecute them. The law isn’t really strict enough to protect the environment properly.’
      

      
      ‘Those two were going so fast that you’d need a helicopter to catch up with them,’ Mitch said. ‘Just to find out who they
         were.’
      

      
      
      His father snorted. ‘I can guess who they were, just from your description’.

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Mr Hairy Beard would be Hardy Blight. He’s massive. Looks like a sumo wrestler. His offsider is Jimmy Small. Small by name
         and small by brain. They always hang out together. The Big and the Little.’
      

      
      ‘Luckily most drivers aren’t like that,’ Meg said. ‘They’re sensible and keep to the permitted places.’

      
      ‘Yes, but you only need one or two hoboes to do the damage.’

      
      Mitch remembered his father’s description of the two drivers. If he ever saw Hardy Blight and Jimmy Small again he hoped he
         would be able to recognise them.
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      Mitch liked going out with his father, who knew enough about the Coorong to fill a dozen books. A day with him was a sort of
         lesson — a quiet lesson, so enjoyable that Mitch didn’t even realise how much he was learning.
      

      
      They usually talked about the natural creatures, especially the birds. There were thousands of them, of so many different
         kinds that Mitch would never have been able to write down the details about even half of them.
      

      
      One day when they were standing side by side on a sandhill overlooking the Southern Ocean his father pointed to a couple of
         birds on the beach below. ‘Do you recognise those two?’
      

      
      Mitch peered. ‘Hooded plovers.’

      
      ‘Yes. Birds like that are in danger from buggies when they nest on the beach.’

      
      ‘And get run over?’

      
      ‘Yes, especially the fledglings because they hide in patches of weed. Even if they’re not hurt they’re frightened and disturbed.
         And the eggs in the nests get crushed.’ His father paused. ‘But I guess Mr Bonehead Blight wouldn’t be too concerned about
         that.’
      

      
      ‘Are there many plovers around here?’

      
      ‘Not enough, but we’re trying to build them up. Human beings are not the only creatures that threaten them. We’ve baited a
         lot of foxes and feral cats on the peninsula. That helps too.’
      

      
      They walked back over the sandhills to their boat moored on the Coorong and sailed slowly up the lagoon for an hour or two.
         There were waterbirds everywhere — pelicans with big paunches, graceful black swans, cormorants, ducks, sandpipers, stilts … In certain places where
         fresh water seeped out of the sandhills near the shore, great flocks had gathered waiting for a drink because the Coorong
         itself was often saltier than the sea. ‘You’d find it hard to sink in some parts of the Coorong,’ Mitch’s father joked, ‘no
         matter how hard you tried.’
      

      
      Some distance further on they came to a place where hundreds of wading birds were pottering about in shallow water near the
         shore.
      

      
      ‘Sandpipers,’ Mitch said.

      
      His father nodded. ‘Some of the best long-distance flyers in the world. They would have come down from the Arctic last October
         — a little trip of 10,000 kilometres or so across the globe. They’ll feed up here until April and then fly back again. And
         so it goes on, year after year.
      

      
      Mitch gazed at the birds in wonder. ‘It’s a bit of a miracle, to fly across the world like that, just to come here every year?’

      
      ‘It’s magic,’ his father answered. ‘And there are hundreds of miracles like that going on around us every day.’
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      Mitch’s carefree life came to an end on the last day of January. His mother had a phone call to say that a teacher from Distance
         Education was coming to explain the year’s arrangements and go through the details of Mitch’s program. Her name was Mrs Mary
         Penn.
      

      
      Mitch was uneasy when he saw her car pull up in the yard on the following morning. He had been trying to guess what sort of person she would be — tall or short, young or old, blonde or dark-haired, lively or stern. He
         didn’t have to wait long to find out. She parked the car, took out a box and a big briefcase from the back of the car, and
         headed for the house. Mitch hid behind the curtains at the front window and peered at her nervously. He was glad that she
         didn’t look grumpy and fed up, or come marching forward like a military officer.
      

      
      Mitch’s mother met her at the door and called him over to be introduced. Mrs Penn shook his hand firmly and beamed at him.
         ‘Mitchell,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wanting to meet you.’
      

      
      He was surprised at the sound of his full name. It was the first time he had heard it in years. Mrs Penn kept smiling at him.
         She gave the impression that this moment was one of the highlights of her life.
      

      
      ‘We must get to know each other,’ she said, ‘because we’re going to be working together for the rest of the year.’ She eyed
         him kindly. ‘I’m sure we’re both going to enjoy it.’
      

      
      Mitch began to fear that she was too much of a talker, one of those people who go on and on, suffocating their listeners with words. He’d had a teacher like that once before. But he soon realised that it was just her
         way of breaking the ice. After he and his mother had been sitting down with her at the table for an hour he began to like
         her. She was fun, full of jokes and little stories, but clear and firm when she needed to be.
      

      
      Bit by bit she went through everything Mitch had to do: his regular daily program, essays, projects and assignments, research
         work, books for information, resources on the Internet, rules, schedules, and the deadlines by which his tasks had to be finished
         and sent in to her. There was also a hotline by phone, fax or e-mail if he needed something urgently. Mrs Penn paused at last
         and smiled again. ‘And if necessary your mother will be right here to help you.’
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