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            WHO IS MOLLY MARSH?

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh was born and raised in Calga, New South Wales, about 75 kilometers north of Sydney, Australia. She has never lived in the center of the town, but out a bit, in a quiet place surrounded by hills and bushlands. What she loves most about living there is the local wildlife park which she has been visiting almost every weekend, for as long as she can recall.

      She is fascinated by plants and animals and believes she can speak with them. Her parents do not believe that is possible, but they are always amazed by the way animals respond to Molly.

      'It's as though they recognize and trust her,' her mother once said to a friend while drinking coffee on their balcony which overlooked their rainforest garden.

      Molly is a straight-A student, with science being her favorite subject. She is kind and sensitive to the feelings of other people, except when her curiosity takes over. In those situations, she can be quite annoying, but she does get to the bottom of things.

      Her parents are professional people who love to travel during vacation time. Molly has always enjoyed their overseas holidays, even the time spent on planes. She loves flying, especially the moment when the plane lifts off the tarmac.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh uses American spelling.

      She also uses the metric system which works like this -

      1 meter = 1.1 yards OR 3.3 feet

      1 kilometer = 1,094 yard OR 3,2801 feet

      1 centimeter = 0.4 inch
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            MOLLY ON A PLANE

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh loved to travel. But this journey was different from all the others. This time, she had said goodbye to her friends for a whole year. Then she had cried herself to sleep, clinging to her beloved cat, Kiki, who she would miss most of all.

      The plane was headed for Papua New Guinea, the most unexplored country on Earth. Her father sat to her right, beside the window. His fingers fluttered over his laptop keyboard, reminding Molly of a flutter of butterflies. She imagined a dark shape outside the window. The body of a butterfly, perhaps. Another butterfly would appear, and then a third and maybe a fourth.

      Soon, they would all be fluttering outside the window. This would be their way of saying 'hello', but the vibrations caused by their fluttering wings would crack the glass. It would start with one small crack and progress to an entire network of cracks that would branch out like the roots of a great tree. Then the window would turn to water and slosh all over her father's keyboard.

      'Argh!' he would cry.

      Then he would wipe his hands on his jeans, push his glasses up his shiny nose and continue typing. Even when the plane dipped and everyone screamed.

      'Dad, the plane must have banged into a cloud,' said Molly, clutching her stomach.

      Her father shoved his laptop under his seat and took hold of her hand.

      'Are you okay, muppet?' he asked.

      'I'm fine, thanks, Dad,' she replied. 'I know the plane won't crash.'

      Her father smiled and winked at her.

      'No, it won't,' he said.

      Molly looked at her father's spiky red hair and the freckles on his nose, imagining him as a little boy. Which was strange, considering he was a very grown-up and serious father.

      'Dad, are you looking forward to living in Papua New Guinea?' she asked.

      Her father nodded.

      'Yes, but I'll have a lot of work to do when we get there,' he replied.

      'Do you like being a mining engineer?' Molly asked.

      'Yep,' he said, nodding again.

      Molly imagined her father staring at strange drawings of mines. She had seen him do it many times before, in their home in Australia. He would spread the big pieces of white paper across his workbench on the balcony and stare at them for ages. Sometimes Molly would look over his shoulder and see the silly squiggles, then wonder why he did not stare at their lovely garden instead.

      'Will the drawings be the same as before?' she asked.

      'Do you mean the mine schematics?' her father asked.

      Molly nodded.

      'Not really,' he replied. 'Every mine is different.'

      'How?' Molly asked.

      'Mostly, it depends on the type of mine - underground or open cut,' he replied. 'The ones you've seen in Australia were open cut.'

      'Which type are we going to?' Molly asked.

      'Underground,' her father replied.

      'But you won't have to go under the ground, will you, Dad?' Molly asked.

      'Sometimes,' he replied.

      Molly saw her father's serious blue eyes brighten as the sun burst through a thin cloud. She tried to imagine him under the ground, then worried he might get lost, or that the ground might decide to keep him.

      'I don't want you to go under the ground, Dad,' she said.

      Her father kissed her hand.

      'I'll be fine, muppet,' he said.

      Molly hoped she could keep an eye on her father, but the thought of going under the ground did not make her feel good. She much preferred the fresh air and sunshine.

      Her father smiled at her.

      'Have you read the National Geographic articles we downloaded to your tablet?' he asked.

      'Not yet,' Molly replied, reaching for her device.

      She tapped the screen, then selected the black square with the yellow border. An article about PNG opened, and she started reading. She soon learned that most of the people in PNG live in small tribes, isolated from each other because of the vast mountains and thick jungle between them. This is why PNG is one of the least explored countries in the world, it said. Molly knew that was true because her mother had said the same thing, and she was a professor of anthropology at the University of Sydney. But she was asleep now, and unavailable for chatting, so Molly turned to her father again.

      'Dad, did you know they have over eight hundred languages in PNG?' she asked.

      'Hm?' her father replied, his eyes and hands finally reunited with his laptop. 'No problem, muppet. We only have to speak English.'

      Molly swiped the screen of her device. A video appeared, showing five round huts made from mud, sticks, and leaves. They were arranged in a circle, which made her think the people who lived inside them must have been the best of friends. At the center of the circle was a pile of black ash and upon it were some logs, burning red. Perched upon the logs was a big round pot, with steam wafting out of it. Some tall, thin people wandered around. Their skin, almost as dark as the ash, was glistening with sweat. A pig, two dogs and five chickens lazed on the grass under the shade of a tree, showing no interest in anything the people were doing.

      Next, Molly scrolled down to a photograph. It was a close-up of a man's face. She imagined him staring into her eyes, counting the blue and green flecks in her irises. But no matter how hard she stared at him, she could only see one color in his eyes, and it was dark brown. The long scars across his cheeks were wide and raised. Molly remembered her mother had told her that the mountain men of PNG had a tradition of deliberately cutting their faces. 'The scars are for decoration', her mother had explained, 'and badges of honor'.

      Molly sat up, as high as she could, and gazed out of the window. She could see the mountains. They were covered in the soft green fur of the jungle and framed by the golden light of the rising sun. She stretched, but could not see much more.

      'Come here, muppet,' her father said, lifting her out of her seat.

      With her face pressed against the window, Molly could see some mountains that looked different from the others. They had no green fur, but were completely bare, revealing the red-brown rock from which they were made.

      'It's a volcano!' she said.

      'That's right,' her father replied. 'It's not active, though.'

      'I wonder what's living down there,' said Molly.

      'Maybe a few trees,' her father replied.

      'You just never know, Dad,' Molly said, leaning into him. 'There could be more.'

      Her father smiled.

      'Molly Marsh, you really are the most imaginative person I have ever met,' he said.

      Imaginative.

      Molly pictured the word wriggling up and down like a caterpillar.

      'Attention, passengers!' said the speaker above her head. 'We are commencing our descent. Please remain seated, fasten your seatbelts and ensure your tray tables are secured to the seat in front of you.'
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            YOU WILL LIKE IT HERE

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Molly stepped off the plane, the hot air enveloped her like a steamy wet blanket. Her sandals filled with pools of sweat, making it difficult for her to walk across the tarmac. Her frizzy hair fell flat against her head and she had to squint under the bright sunlight.

      Inside the airport, it was completely different. The air was close to freezing. Molly wondered if it was like that to help everyone cope with the fact that it was very crowded. There were so many people, and they were all walking in different directions, like a flock of seabirds that had just landed on a cliff.

      One waddled over to Molly's father.

      'G'day, Mr. Marsh,' he said, offering his hand.

      'Jimbo!' said Molly's father, shaking the man's hand. 'This is my wife and daughter.'

      'Ladies,' said Jimbo, nodding at Molly and her mother.

      Too tired to respond, Molly just clung to her mother's hand, hoping they would soon escape the crowd. When the front door of the airport building slid open, she was once again enveloped by hot, damp air. For a moment it felt nice, like a hot water bottle on a chilly night. But the heat soon pressed down upon her, making her wish she could turn to water and trickle down a drain all the way to the sea.

      When Molly stepped into the open carpark under the sun, a bright blue butterfly, just like those she had seen through the window of the plane, landed on her nose. It opened its wings, completely covering her face, and its long black antennae tapped her forehead.

      'You will like it here,' it whispered.

      Then it flew away.

      Molly had always liked it when things like this happened. But this time she was not so sure because the butterfly was wrong. She was not going to like it here. Of that, she was certain.

      On the outer edge of the car park, she saw a white van parked between two tall trees. It had a front seat and a back seat, like any family car. But there was also a long, open section at the back. She wondered if it might be for carrying long things, like trees or people who are too lazy to sit up straight.

      'This is your van,' said Jimbo.

      Leaning against the van was a tall, thin man who looked exactly like the man Molly had seen in the National Geographic article. Even from a distance, she could see the scars on his cheeks. He was wearing a white shirt with pale yellow flowers on it, and a pair of faded red shorts. He was not wearing any shoes, which made Molly wonder why the soles of his feet did not get burned by the hot ground. Between his fingers, he twirled a blade of grass.

      'Hey!' Jimbo shouted.

      The tall man threw the grass away and reached toward the suitcases.

      'This is Yosia,' said Jimbo, pointing at the man. 'He comes with the van and the house.'

      Molly's father offered his hand.

      'G'day, mate,' he said.

      The tall man put down the suitcases and shook Molly's father's hand.

      'Good to meet you, Mr. Marsh,' he said.

      Molly's mother stepped forward to offer her hand, but Yosia had already picked up the suitcases again. He piled them into the back of the van, then sat between them. Molly was about to ask him what he was doing, but her mother nudged her into the back seat. Molly fastened her seatbelt, then looked at Yosia, then at her mother.

      'He doesn't have a seatbelt, Mum!' she whispered.

      Her father glanced at Yosia, then at Jimbo.

      'There's room in here for Yosia,' he said. 'Can we ask him to join us?'

      Molly saw Jimbo's face turn red and press his lips together, forming a thin white line.

      'Sorry, Mr. Marsh,' he replied. 'There are only four seatbelts in this vehicle.'

      He started the van, and black smoke coughed out from the under the bonnet.

      'Um,' said Molly's father, pointing to the thick cloud.

      'No worries, Mr. Marsh,' Jimbo replied. 'It sometimes does that. You'll get used to it.'
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            EVERYTHING LOOKS DIFFERENT

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as they entered the highway, Molly could see the PNG sky was almost as bright as the Australian sky. But unlike the highways in Australia, this one was jumping with life. There were people wandering along the side of the road. Pigs and dogs trailed along behind them and chickens darted in between them. The road was crammed with cars, buses and trucks, all blowing black smoke out of their rears and honking their horns.

      The van lifted off the road for a moment, then returned with a thud! Which made Molly and her mother scream. It felt even worse than the turbulence on the plane.

      Jimbo turned his head ever so slightly.

      'Sorry, ladies!' he shouted. 'The roads are full of potholes and bumps. You'll get used to it.'

      Molly did not care what Jimbo had to say, because she had decided she did not like him. And she was still worried about Yosia. But when she looked again, she saw him lounging between the bags, looking as comfortable as someone in their favorite armchair watching TV.

      Jimbo veered off the highway, taking them onto a narrow road and surrounded by open fields with only a few trees dotted around the landscape. Molly could see even more sky than before. In the distance, she saw a vast mountain range covered in thick jungle, and at the base of the mountains she saw a cluster of houses nestled between some palm trees.

      She pointed at the houses.

      'They look like boxes on legs,' she said.

      'They're called stilts, ' her mother replied. 'They keep the houses dry when floods come.'

      As they got closer, Molly could see the stilts were much higher than her, which probably meant the floods would be higher than her, too. And that would mean she would have to swim around her neighborhood, which would get tiring after a while. She also worried that some people might not know how to swim so they would have to stay inside until everything dried out again.

      'When's the flood coming?' she asked.

      'It's not,' her mother replied. 'The stilts are just a precaution.'

      Molly noticed every house had a luscious garden filled with trees of all shapes and sizes. And every tree was bursting with bright pink, red, orange and yellow flowers. There were lots of children on the road - riding bicycles, playing football and chatting - and Molly hoped they would become friends.

      'This is it,' said Jimbo.

      He turned the van off the road so sharply that Molly's head bumped into the window. Then he zoomed up the driveway so fast that Molly's mother gripped her stomach. And for his grand finale, he slammed his foot on the brake so suddenly that everyone fell forward.

      'Geez, Jimbo,' said Molly's father. 'That was quite a ride.'

      Jimbo laughed so much that his shoulders and belly moved up and down.
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            MOLLY'S NEW HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly wanted to be the first one into the new house, but the adults and their longer legs were much faster. By the time she had climbed up the back steps and entered the back door, her parents and Jimbo were already standing around the dining table. Then Yosia entered, carrying more suitcases and a carton of food. Everyone stopped talking and stared at him, but he stared right back and then bowed to Molly's mother.

      She stepped forward and shook his hand.

      'Pleased to meet you, Yosia,' she said. 'I'm Mrs. Marsh and this is my daughter, Molly.'

      'Hi, Yosia,' said Molly, smiling.

      Yosia looked at Molly then smiled so widely, the scars on his cheeks bent upwards, like two extra smiles. And his teeth were the brightest white that Molly had ever seen. Except for the red lines extending from his gums.

      'Why do you have red stripes on your white teeth?' she asked.

      Yosia laughed.

      'I eat red berries,' he replied.

      Jimbo glared at Yosia.

      'No trouble from you, all right?' he said.

      Yosia looked surprised, then confused, then embarrassed. Molly felt angry with Jimbo for being so rude and she was not surprised to see her parents frowning at him, too. His fat, red face and his bent nose reminded Molly of a pig. Not a cute pink pig, but a big ugly grey one with muddy feet and a squealing snout.

      'You're very rude!' she shouted. 'Get out of our house!'

      'Molly!' her parents both said, their faces falling.

      Jimbo let out a cruel laugh that sounded like a crackling fire. Then he looked at Yosia.

      'You heard the kid,' he said. 'Get out!'

      'I was talking to you!' Molly shouted, jutting her chin toward Jimbo.

      Molly's parents gasped. Molly knew this meant they were shocked and embarrassed by what she had just said to Jimbo. And that confused her because she knew her parents were just as angry with Jimbo and she was.

      'My apologies, Jimbo,' her father said. 'Our daughter has a few impulse control issues.'

      Jimbo tried to laugh but ended up doing a half-smile, half-grimace that just looked stupid.

      'This might be a good time for you to take me to the mine,' said Molly's father.

      'Righto,' said Jimbo, following him to the back door.

      Molly was pleased to see Jimbo leave her house.

      'I hope he pops like a balloon!' she said.

      Yosia lifted Molly's suitcase, which looked more like a lunchbox in his huge hands.

      'Follow me,' he said.

      Molly and her mother followed him to a room at the end of the hallway.

      'My new bedroom!' said Molly.

      Yosia leaned Molly's suitcase against her bed, nodded, then left. Molly shifted it, then got a nasty fright. Something large and brown ran out from under her bed, then scuttled across the brown carpet. It moved so fast, she did not have time to understand what it was. But as it ran down the hallway, she knew exactly what she was looking at.

      'Mum! There's a really big spider running down the hall!' she shouted.

      She watched the critter turning into the lounge room, so she ran in the opposite direction - the kitchen - straight into her mother's arms.
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