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Chapter 1: Digger makes a new friend
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On the first warm day of November, Bob and Matt headed for the beach. Digger, the blue kelpie with a bendy tail, led the way. Matt’s half-grown pup, a black and white collie, followed him. The boys were some distance behind, laughing at the pup’s floppy ears as he tried to keep up with Digger.

‘It’s OK, Bonza,’ Matt called. ‘One day, you’ll run even faster than Digger. And already you run faster than me!’

When the dogs reached the sandy beach, they played together in the warm sun. First, Digger ran in a big circle, while Bonza chased him, without ever getting close. Then Digger picked up a length of seaweed, dumped by the retreating tide, and let Bonza start a tugging game with it. When Digger suddenly let go, Bonza tumbled over backwards. Digger pretended to pounce on his friend, and they rolled together, play-acting at biting and kicking. 

When the boys reached them, the dogs separated, and greeted them happily.

‘Let’s run towards the headland,’ Bob suggested. ‘I wonder if the wreck is still there on the rocks. The last storm may have washed it away completely.’

But when they reached the headland, a few parts of the cabin cruiser were still there. The boys sat on a boulder looking at it, remembering the autumn storm which had thrown the boat onto the rocks.

‘We did a good job, stopping the animal smugglers,’ Bob grinned. ‘Remember all the lizards in cages? Not one of them died after we rescued them. And not one of them went overseas.’ 

‘Mostly, I remember that man pointing a gun at us!’ Matt shuddered. ‘And then having a long swim towards the jetty.’ 

‘I’ll bet smugglers avoid Beachside in the future!’ Bob said, and Matt agreed.

As they walked back towards the jetty, Matt spotted something on the water.

‘Look! Surfboard riders! We don’t see them here often.’

Bob nodded. ‘The waves aren’t big enough for the professional riders. It’s only the learners who spend time here.’

‘I see one rider far out beyond where the waves start,’ Matt said. ‘And there is another one close to the jetty, much nearer to shore.’ 

‘I think that’s a girl,’ observed Bob. ‘And I guess she’s not much older than us. She doesn’t look too comfortable, does she?’

‘I wouldn’t be comfortable either!’ Matt said. ‘But look back towards the headland. I see a dark spot! Is that a seal?’

Digger was already dancing on the water’s edge, looking out towards his friend, the seal. He looked pleadingly at Bob, who laughed.

‘OK, Digger, go swim with Sammy!’ As Digger jumped into the waves, Bonza followed. Matt looked a little worried.

‘I hope Bonza is OK. He isn’t as big and strong as Digger. I hope they don’t go too far from the beach.’

As the boys watched, the two dogs had a great time playing with the seal. They teased each other with big splashes, and played chase games, without ever touching one another. Bonza tried to keep up with the other two, but did not always manage it.

‘It’s been quite a few days since Sammy came looking for Digger,’ Bob said. ‘These days, the tourists travel in boats to the seal colony in the next bay. Sammy probably spends lots of time swimming with tourists, and is too busy or too tired to come looking for Digger.’

‘And the dolphins don’t arrive either,’ Matt agreed. ‘Probably for the same reason. Lots of tourists visit them, too.’

Next time the boys looked back towards the seal, they could not see Bonza.

‘Where is he?’ asked Matt anxiously. ‘I can’t see him! I do hope he is OK.’

‘There!’ said Bob, pointing. ‘I saw his head above water for a moment. I think he is heading back towards the beach. But he is swimming slowly. I guess he is tired.’

‘I’ll swim in and help him.’ Matt started pulling off his shirt. But Bob stopped him.

‘Look!’ he said, pointing again. ‘That girl on the surfboard. I think she has seen him. Yes, I’m sure she is paddling towards him.’

The boys watched anxiously, as the surfboard approached the dog. The kneeling rider reached down, and plucked the struggling dog from the water. Holding him gently between her knees, she turned the board, and paddled towards the beach. The boys ran to meet her as she stood up in the shallows, and walked out of the water. She set Bonza down on the sand.

Matt gathered him up and petted him.

‘Thank you so much for saving my dog,’ he said. ‘I would hate to lose him. I was going to swim out to him, but you were much quicker.’

‘That’s OK,’ said the girl. ‘I noticed he was in trouble, and just wanted to help.’

Digger came rushing across the sand, and fussed around Bonza.

‘Stop it, Digger,’ said Bob. ‘By the way, Digger is my dog, and I’m Bob. The other dog is Bonza, and belongs to Matt.’

‘And I’m Jodie,’ the girl replied. ‘I saw the dogs swimming with a seal, and wondered who they belonged to. It was wonderful to watch.’

‘Digger has been swimming with Sammy for months now,’ Bob explained. ‘And Bonza is just joining in. But he’s only half-grown, and must have got too tired to stay with Digger and Sammy.’

‘Jodie, thanks again for saving Bonza,’ said Matt. ‘Have you lived here long? You didn’t go to school with us here in Beachside, did you?’ Jodie shook her head.

‘No, my brother and I are just driving along the coast. He is crazy about surfing, and wants to try every beach. I just came to keep him company. I paddle about a bit, in the shallows, but he spends hours way out there beyond the breakers. Often, I get bored waiting around for him.’

‘Where do you live?’

‘We have a tent in the carpark, and sometimes I sleep in the back of the van. Pete stays about 2 months, driving from beach to beach. After about three weeks, I get fed up, and want to go home to the city. I used to take a bus, but now...’ She stopped.

‘There are still buses from here to the city,’ Bob assured her, as Digger sat at her feet, enjoying her pats.

Jodie shook her head. ‘This year, I have to stay with Pete, until he goes home.’ She shrugged. ‘Whenever that is,’ she said very quietly, but neither boy heard her. Only Digger sensed her discomfort, snuggling closer, wanting to make her feel better. She petted him quickly.

‘Maybe we’ll see you tomorrow, if you are here on the beach,’ Bob suggested. ‘We’re off home now. Mum has a job for me. Goodbye!’ They waved to Jodie, and ran from the beach.

Bob’s important chore was to feed Clancy’s new chickens. 

‘I bought 6 black hens from the farmer, because I want fresh eggs,’ she had said. ‘There is room near Digger’s shed for a cage for them, and it will be Bob’s job to feed them every day.’

‘This morning, I forgot to feed the hens before we came to the beach,’ Bob explained to Matt. ‘I’d better do it before lunch, or I will be in big trouble.’ So they rushed home, hoping Clancy had not noticed the hungry chickens.

And of course, Digger led the way.
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Chapter 2: An Environmental Mystery
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The very next morning, Jodie was back at the beach. Digger and Bonza rushed up to her, as she sat beside her board on the warm sand. She laughed as Bonza tried to climb onto her lap, while Digger rubbed his face against her arm. She hugged them both, and was still laughing when the boys ran up, panting, from trying to keep up with their pets.

‘Good morning,’ Jodie said.

‘Morning,’ the boys chorused, as they dropped to the sand beside her. 

‘Have you been out for a paddle?’ asked Bob.

Jodie shook her wet hair, which reached her shoulders, and nodded.

‘Pete came down about 8 o’clock, because that was when the tide was best for surfing. Of course, I had to come too. I played around for a while, trying to stand up on the board, but kept falling off, so I gave up.’

‘Where is your brother?’

She smiled at Matt, and pointed out beyond the end of the jetty. ‘Somewhere out there. I can see him from time to time, when he catches a wave and rides it towards the beach. But it always runs out before he gets close to the beach, so then he just paddles out, back to where the breakers begin.’

‘Doesn’t he worry about you being here on the beach on your own?’ asked Bob. Jodie shook her head. 

‘I am safer here on the sand than I would be out there with him. And I hate having to
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