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Chapter 1 -—At Victor Harbor
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“Stop!” roared the Director.

Digger, the little blue dog, froze, his eyes watchful. The TV camera stopped, and Bert, the animal trainer, swung round to look at the man.

The Director wiped his face with a bright blue handkerchief, then tucked it into the pocket of his pink shirt.

“That’s not what I told you! I want him to come out from behind the car, not in front of it.” He pointed.

Bert clicked his fingers, and Digger ran to him quickly. Together, they walked to the new position; the trainer slapped his leg with a long vicious whip.

“Stay!” he ordered. The only part of his face Digger could see were his small black eyes glaring down from the shade of his wide felt hat. The dog knew if he disobeyed, he would feel the whip when the director was not looking. He waited anxiously, with the bright red ribbon bow on his collar standing up like two extra ears, while Bert walked off to the other side of the road.

“Now!” shouted the Director. The trainer clicked his fingers, and Digger ran out onto the road, from behind the parked car. The road led over a long bridge, linking a small rocky island with the mainland. Behind the dog, the camera rolled. Digger ran onto the bridge, and looked towards the island.

A big old-fashioned tramcar rumbled towards him. Two strong horses pulled it at a gallop. Their hooves pounded on the decking, making it shake. Their manes whipped in the air, as they moved. The driver shouted, pretending he had lost control. Passengers were screaming, some hanging out of the windows, others waving from their seats on the roof. They were pretending to be frightened. 

It was Digger’s job to stop the horses. Quickly he ran between them, dodging the big lumbering hooves. He caught the loose reins in his teeth, and hung on tightly. His weight pulled the reins tight, dragging on the horses’ mouths. The horses slowed down, and stopped. Digger had saved the tram!

“OK, stop!” yelled the Director, and wiped his face again. Digger let go the reins, and ran to sit beside his trainer. The horses tossed their heads and stamped their feet after all the excitement. Heavy trails of sweat coated their sides. The driver and passengers climbed down, laughing and chattering about the clever dog. 

Digger stood proudly, watching with bright eyes, as the tram driver walked over to shake the trainer’s hand.

“Clever dog, that,” he said, “and you trained him well.” He bent to pat Digger. 

“Thanks,” said Bert, and patted his own ample tummy. “I guess the dog’s OK.” 

Digger had to wait while the Director prepared for the next part of the film. Bert left him in his wire crate under a tall pine tree in the park beside the sandy beach, and walked off to the small shop selling hot pies and chips. Digger dropped his head on his paws, and watched the people in the park while he waited. 

Children splashed and shrieked in the shallow water, or dug in the clean white sand of the beach. Others climbed on swings, and slides, or pretended to be driving the old steam-train engine. They laughed and shouted as they played. 

Old ladies sat on benches enjoying morning-tea. Digger could smell the steaming coffee, and the strawberry jam spread on hot scones. Small boys licked ice-creams. Seagulls stalked about, bullying each other to get food scraps. One even came to sit near Digger’s nose, until he barked loudly to frighten it away.

Two children ran towards Digger. He watched them keenly, and jumped up with a happy bark. For a moment, he thought it was Becky and Will! But then he saw these were strangers, and his tail drooped sadly. He lay down again.

Becky and Will were the children Digger had known when he was a puppy. They had lived together on a sheep station away in the Northern Ranges. He loved them very much, and missed them sadly. He had ridden on their motorbikes during the musters; had helped to drive the sheep into the shearing shed; and to find baby lambs which had lost their mothers. His tail had broken, when it was jammed in the car door, and was never straight again. He had been petted and loved. 

It was just bad luck he had lost his family. One day he had followed the children, as they rode their bikes to the spot where the school bus collected them each morning. He sat sadly on the side of the road, watching the bus drive away. And before he could run up the hill back to the homestead, a small truck had stopped beside him.

The door opened, and a man climbed out. He smiled. Digger watched him cautiously.

“Good dog,” he said, in a soft voice, clicking his fingers invitingly. 

Digger was a ‘blue’ cattle dog. Actually, most of his hairs were either black or white. He had patches where all the hairs were black, such as around one of his eyes, and on both of his ears. Over the rest of his body, there were a lot more white hairs, making his coat grey. But there was a blue tinge on his grey coat, and so dogs like him were called ‘blue’. He really didn’t have any blue hairs at all.

Digger was a friendly dog. He let the man sit down quite close, and enjoyed being patted. But suddenly, the man grabbed his collar.

“Got you!” he exclaimed, and dragged Digger towards the truck. He climbed onto the back, and pushed the struggling dog into a cage there. Digger snarled and growled frantically, but the man ignored him. He started the engine, and drove Digger away from everything he loved.

Digger couldn’t remember all the things that happened afterwards. He had been driven a very long way, while the ranges he knew and loved grew smaller and smaller behind him. At last, he couldn’t see them anymore. He’d been left without water for a very long time, until he was so thirsty he thought he might die. Then he’d been tied up in a dark shed for days. He was so unhappy his tail drooped, and he stopped eating. His ribs began to stand out through the blue hairs on his sides. The black patch around his eye seemed to grow larger. And his crooked tail always drooped.

Digger did remember the policeman, who looked in the shed for stolen cars, but instead found an unhappy dog. He took Digger to an animal refuge, and there Digger was bathed and cared for. He had lots to eat, and started to wag his bent tail again. But he still missed Becky and Will.  

Lots of people had come to the refuge to find dogs or cats to adopt as pets. Digger had smiled and wagged his tail, and tried to look happy whenever families came, hoping to find someone to love him. But they always chose to take home one of the other animals. But at last, Digger had been collected by Bert.

Bert’s job was to train animals to act in films and TV commercials. He had a lot of them; cats, parrots, and dogs like Digger, all living in cages behind his house. He looked after them reasonably well, and gave them just enough food, but he didn’t love them. They were just the tools he needed to earn his living.

Digger soon showed what a clever dog he was. Bert taught him how to open doors, and to close boxes; to wear streamers of toilet paper or bright ribbon bows; to pull on people’s skirts or dresses or trousers; and not to be afraid, close to strange animals like kangaroos or koalas. He could even lead horses by the bridle. 

Digger learnt to understand words like “come”, or “go”; “start” and “stop”. He even learnt to escape from tight collars. Soon, he began to appear on TV. He advertised cars, or potato chips, or even jeans! Everyone recognised him by the bright red ribbon bow he always wore on his collar. Soon everyone knew and loved the clever dog with the red ribbon. But no-one loved Digger, who lived in a small cage in Bert’s backyard.

Digger was still waiting under the pine tree when Bert came to collect him. Bert’s hat was pulled down low, and the whip was still hanging from his belt. Digger looked at it, and carefully walked on Bert’s other side back towards the cameras.

“Right,” said the Director. He was looking hot and uncomfortable, with his blue handkerchief in his hand. “This time I want Digger to catch a hot potato-chip, when you toss it to him. Can he do that?”

“Of course!” said Bert, and went off to buy a cup of chips from the shop. Digger could smell them, hot and oily and tasty, as Bert came back. His mouth began to water.

“Want one?” asked Bert, and Digger snapped it up happily. It tasted as good as it smelt. He crouched, tense and alert, and watched as Bert walked backwards.

“Now!” called the Director. Bert tossed the chip into the air; Digger stood up quickly, then jumped as high as he could, and caught the chip while it was still in the air. He landed neatly, swallowed the chip, and crouched, waiting with pricked ears, for the next one.

“Do it again,” called the Director. So they did.

But this time, Digger did not get the chip. A hungry seagull was watching the performance. As soon as the chip left Bert’s hand, it swooped down and caught the chip in its beak. When Digger jumped towards the chip, and snapped his teeth shut, all he caught was a seagull tail feather. With a triumphant squark, the bird flew off to land on the roof of the shop.

Bert and the Director looked at each other in amazement, while Digger ran after the bird, barking loudly.

The Director wiped his face. “Try it again,” he said. But every time a chip went up in the air, the bird flew down and stole it.

The Director and Bert were furious.

“Chase that bird!”

“Keep it away!”

“Look out, here it comes again!”

Digger was upset by the way they shouted and waved their arms. He tucked his tail between his legs, and went and hid under the caravan where the cameras were stored. He didn’t come out when Bert called.

“Here, Digger! Come on out, boy.”

Digger stayed where he was. The Director came to see what was the matter. He knelt down beside Bert, peering under the caravan.

“Come on, dog. We don’t blame you,” the Director assured him.

Digger stayed where he was. The Director stood up, and brushed the dust from his knees. He walked away.

“Hurry up and get him out,” he called back to Bert. “We can’t wait all day!”

Bert watched until the Director had gone behind a car, then turned back to look at Digger. Digger looked towards his shadowed face. This time he couldn’t even see Bert’s eyes, but he knew they would have a cruel gleam in them. Bert shook the whip, and spoke very softly.

“Come out now, dog.” He shook the whip again. “Or you know what will happen when we get home.”

Digger looked at the whip. He did know what would happen. Crawling out from under the caravan, he followed Bert back to the cameras. Still, he walked on the side away from the whip.

“We’re back,” said Bert.

“Oh bother,” said the Director, looking down. “Just look at his ribbon!”

The red bow on Digger’s neck had been squashed when he crawled under the caravan.

“Never mind, I’ve got a spare.” Lyn, the director’s assistant, spoke. She smiled, and gave Digger a pat, as she tied on the new ribbon. Digger wagged his tail; Lyn was always kind to him. “Now he’s ready!”

This time, some boys chased away all the seagulls before the cameras were turned on. Digger caught the chip the first time Bert threw it. The Director sighed with relief, then began to prepare for the last scene. 

Bert and Digger shared the rest of the chips in the cup, while the Director explained what would happen.

“Take the dog down the side street,” and he pointed. “I want him to come running up towards the camera.”

Bert nodded, and Digger walked beside him down the footpath. The street was lined with cottages, old houses with narrow yards between the footpath and the front door. An old lady with grey hair, and knotted fingers, smiled from her rocking chair on one veranda. Sometimes the garden was neat, filled with bright flowers, and without a weed in sight. Digger smelt lavender and rosemary as Bert brushed against the shrubs hanging over those fences.

Sometimes the gardens were not neat at all. They were filled with tall untidy shrubs, the branches intertwined with thorns and weeds. They hung over the fences, and almost blocked the footpath. The people who lived in those houses didn’t care about gardens at all.

Far down the street, a small wooden house was almost hidden behind a tall wooden fence. Digger could not see over the fence, but tall shrubs hung over it, and weeds forced their way out between the palings. There was a sign on the rickety gate, “Beware of the Dog". As Bert and Digger passed the gate, Digger could hear a snuffling sound on the other side of the fence. It sounded like a big dog. Digger’s heart began to beat faster. He was only a small dog, and big dogs always frightened him.

When they reached the bottom of the street, Bert looked down at Digger.

“Stay!” he ordered, and shook the whip. Digger sat down to wait while Bert walked back up the street. He had to wait a very long time before Bert turned back to face him. Digger was glad he couldn’t see Bert’s eyes, hidden in the shade of the big hat.

“Come!” called Bert, and Digger started to run towards him. 

But first, he had to pass the house where he had heard the big dog. Suddenly, there was barking and growling. Something leaped up inside the fence and looked over the top at Digger. Its head was black and brown. Its jaws were wide and filled with sharp white teeth. It was a Rottweiler! 

The Rottweiler barked and barked at Digger. It jumped and jumped at the fence. Digger was terrified. He tucked his tail between his legs, crouched his shoulders, and ran as fast as he could towards Bert. 

Behind him, he heard a crash. He looked quickly
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