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One



It was Monday after school at Animal Haven.


Boris had been given time off from the supermarket because it was closed for the afternoon due to a funeral in the family, so he’d caught the school bus home with the Angels. He was going to help with the chores and spend some time with his best friend Carol the camel. His mother had agreed that he could stay the night and go to school with the Greens on the bus the following morning.


Meg and Mike were excited that Boris could spend extra time with them, because usually this happened only at weekends. And Boris was rapt, because the school bus was an adventure to him. Even when Ricky Valdani kept giving this piercing whistle that set everyone’s teeth on edge and Hannah sent Boris love notes via half the passengers, he didn’t care.


When they arrived at Animal Haven, Mum had already made a batch of cup cakes with chocolate icing. And Mark made his special choc-banana smoothies in the blender. Boris scoffed down four of the cup cakes and thought they were the best he’d ever eaten in his life.


‘You’d better not eat any more, Boris,’ Mum laughed. ‘Leave some room for your dinner.’


‘There’s stacks of room yet,’ said Boris seriously. ‘I have an expanding tummy when it comes to food.’


‘I think the new orphaned joey should be named after you.’ Mum gave a sigh. ‘He’s got an expanding tummy too. No matter how much I feed him, he wants more.’


‘Boris is a good name for a joey,’ said Meg.


‘That joey’s name should be Guts Ache,’ said Mike, who was getting tired of the fat, bossy joey’s constant demands for more food. ‘He’s so greedy.’


Boris hoped that the Greens didn’t think he was greedy too. It was just that the food here was homemade and tasted different from the frozen or canned stuff his mum served at their place.


‘We’d better get on with our chores,’ he said, so that Mrs Green wouldn’t think he only turned up to eat his head off.


From that moment, they worked hard and practically whizzed through their chores: feeding the animals, tidying up the backyard, raking out old hay and spreading new, helping pick vegetables for the evening meal and watering the garden.


‘Can we do our homework after dinner instead of before?’ Meg pleaded. ‘Then we can go to the beach now. There’s been an easterly wind for three days and a paper nautilus shell might have just drifted in. Please?’


‘And Carol can have a quick run,’ said Boris.


Mum looked at her watch. ‘All right, but don’t take too long. Dinner will be on the table in half an hour and it’s steak and kidney pie.’


Boris licked his lips. He loved Mrs Green’s homemade steak and kidney pie. Mark hated the kidneys, but Boris didn’t mind eating Mark’s share. He loved everything that Mrs Green cooked. Even if she was to do liver and bacon, or tripe and onions, or crumbed brains or sago pudding (all stuff that most people didn’t like), Boris was sure he’d love it.


‘Is there pudding?’ asked Mark hopefully, as if he was reading Boris’s thoughts.


Boris held his breath. Was there?


‘I thought I’d do bread and butter custard while I’ve got the oven going,’ said Mum.


‘Yessss!’ Mark beamed. ‘And can you put in an extra handful of sultanas, Mum?’


‘Okay. Just for you! Before you go, though, can you get the washing off the line for me, please?’


That was an easy job. They all stood unpegging clothes, folding them and piling them into the laundry basket. Eddy the cocky decided to help too, and started unpegging Meg’s undies.


‘Hubba hubba,’ he said through a mouthful of pink lace.


‘Give me those!’ Poor Meg went scarlet as Boris stared at them with his head on one side.


‘Don’t you feel sort of cold wearing them?’


‘NO!’ Meg grabbed them out of Eddy’s beak. Rip went the lace and there was a big hole in the backside.


‘Now you really will feel the cold,’ said Mark. ‘You’ve got built-in air-conditioning.’


‘Oh shut up!’ Meg crammed the wrecked undies into her pocket.


Finally the washing was all folded and it was time to go. Carol was snorting softly through her whiskery nose as the group of children and animals hurried through the back gate and across the camping ground towards the beach. In all the excitement they hadn’t noticed Elsie the emu high-stepping along beside Carol, hidden by her humpy frame.


The two dogs, Alice and Wannabe, bounded around and yelped, trying to draw attention to the sneaky emu, but no one took any notice. They were all too intent on getting to the beach.


‘Big bird,’ squawked Eddy, swooping over them. ‘Big bird.’


‘We know you’re a bird,’ said Mike, as they crossed the road and walked down the narrow track that led to the sand. ‘So put a sock in it, will you?’


‘Feather head!’ screeched Eddy, trying to divebomb Elsie.


Elsie dodged him and went racing along the sand. Her legs were going like pistons, her body was bouncing like a huge feathery ball, and her small head was bobbing up and down on the end of her long neck. She had never felt sand beneath her leathery toes before. This was fun!


‘What’s she doing here?’


The children stood and gaped at the runaway emu. Carol gave a loud camel-cry and took off after Elsie, with the dogs still bounding behind and barking their heads off.


‘Come back!’ bellowed Boris, but the animals took no notice. They weren’t going to let a feather duster on legs outrun them.


‘Oh, no. What are we going to do now?’ cried Meg, as the crazy emu, followed by the charging camel, streaking dogs and swooping cocky all careered along the shore towards the point.


‘Well, we can’t catch them, that’s for sure. I hope when they get to the river, Elsie won’t like the water, so she’ll turn and come back,’ said Boris crossly. ‘Though with the thought signals I’m sending her, she’ll probably keep running till she gets to the Melbourne zoo!’


‘Well, send her some Schmacko signals,’ said Mark. ‘I want my cocky back.’


‘And you don’t think I want my camel back too?’


‘Hold on,’ said Meg. ‘It’s no use fighting. If we just stay here they’ll eventually come back to us.’


‘We hope.’ Mike sounded worried. He was wondering whether he should use the mobile in his pocket and phone Dad. If Elsie and Carol took it into their heads to veer left and head through the sand hills, they’d end up on the Great Ocean Road. And what if they got run over?


‘What’s that?’ Meg pointed to the ocean. ‘See? Something’s out there.’


Mike frowned. He wished he’d brought the binoculars.


‘It could be a huge shoal of fish,’ he said. ‘The water’s churning like mad.’


‘It’s a sea monster!’ Mark pretended to be scared. ‘Quick. Run!’


‘As if.’ Meg grinned at him. ‘You’re watching too much TV.’


They stared at the moving mass, which was coming closer.


‘I know what it is,’ said Mike. ‘It’s a big school of fish being herded into the bay by a pod of dolphins. See? One just jumped and twisted in the air.’


‘They’re too dark to be dolphins,’ said Boris. ‘Maybe they’re porpoises.’


‘Dad told me that there’s no porpoises in Victorian waters,’ said Meg. ‘We’ve got seals, whales and dolphins. Seals don’t jump like that. So they have to be dolphins. And Dad said that they’re always grey.’


‘So are sharks,’ said Mark fearfully.


‘Sharks glide; they don’t leap. Look, they’re coming closer.’


Boris couldn’t make up his mind whether to watch the dolphins herding in the fish, or watch Carol as she tore across the river, followed by the dogs. Elsie was still outrunning them all, but what would happen when she got to the point? Could an emu run on rough, jagged rocks?


‘We should phone Mum and Dad to come and see these dolphins,’ Mark shouted. ‘Dad’ll be home by now. Call him on your mobile, Mike.’


‘We can’t,’ said Mike miserably. ‘I know they’d love to see the dolphins herding fish, but they’d also see Elsie, Carol, the dogs and Eddy disappearing into the distance.’


‘And we’d be grounded from going to the beach for weeks,’ Meg added.


‘More likely for life,’ said Boris, as the runaways kept on going.





Two



The Angels hurried to a rocky outcrop where they had a better view, both of the dolphins feeding, and of their naughty birds and animals still determined to head the other way. Elsie finally slowed to a medium trot and Carol caught up with her.


‘I hope they get tired out soon,’ said Boris. ‘We can’t chase them or they’ll take off again. Carol probably had a bet with Elsie that she could run faster or something. I reckon we should sit calmly and just wait till they come back.’


‘We hope.’ Mike looked dejected. If that stupid emu hadn’t sneaked out, aided and abetted by Carol, this wouldn’t have happened.


‘Just try and forget them and watch the dolphins,’ said Meg. ‘Aren’t they beautiful?’


There were about twenty dolphins in the pod. Obviously they’d found a big school of fish in Bass Strait and had carefully herded them into the bay. And once the school was neatly corralled in the bay with nowhere else to go, the feasting began.


You could tell that the dolphins were happy. They leapt in the air before diving for a fish. Some of them seemed to be hitting the fish up into the air with their tails, stunning them then scooping them up when they fell back into the water. As the dolphins finished eating, they really started to play, and two even propelled themselves along on their tails.


‘They’re great,’ breathed Meg.


‘I wish I had my camera.’ Mark looked wistfully across at Animal Haven, protected and almost hidden by the trees. ‘I could run and get it.’


Boris gave a sigh of relief as he stared into the distance. ‘At last. The mob of fur-and-feather people are coming back. I’m going to give Carol a severe talking to. She should’ve known better.’


‘What about my camera?’ Mark was dancing up and down. He knew that he could get some magnificent footage with the zoom lens, and this was a golden opportunity to capture the dolphins in action.


‘Okay, I’ll phone Mum and Dad now. They can grab the camera and bring it with them. By the time they arrive, Elsie and company will be here.’ Mike started to phone straightaway.


‘How will we explain about Elsie being on the beach with the others?’ Meg fretted. ‘We can’t just say that she followed us. We’ll get the blame for being slack and not watching properly.’


‘We can say she wanted to go for a walk,’ said Boris. ‘Then we’re not telling a lie. Because she obviously did.’


The dolphins were coming even closer, leaping and twisting as if they knew that they had a human audience.


‘Tell Mum and Dad to hurry up,’ Mark called.


‘Tell them to take their time,’ muttered Boris, because the fur-and-feather crew still had a fair walk back to this part of the beach.


And they were going to take forever, because Elsie had stopped to inspect something, Wannabe had disappeared behind a rock, Alice was chasing seagulls while Eddy was pretending to be one so that Alice could chase him, and Carol had opted to sit down for a rest.


Boris decided it was time to take action. He headed off up the beach as if he was looking for shells, but he walked quickly. He had to get those Animal Haven residents back quick-smart before the adult Greens arrived. He was feeling annoyed because he would’ve liked to watch the dolphins and try to talk with them. They were supposed to be more intelligent than any living mammal, even a chimpanzee, and he mightn’t get another chance like this again.
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