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​Chapter 1  A New Beginning 


[image: image]


Bobby and Digger, the blue kelpie dog with a bendy tail, trotted together on the broad sandy beach. Ever since moving from the Flinders Ranges, they had spent almost every morning this way, running on the crisp sand, and splashing through the shallow wavelets coming rushing towards them. It was such a change from the dry hot outback, with its sun beating down on the broad plains and craggy cliffs, and scattered gum trees. Here there was nothing but sand, and scattered shells and driftwood left by the ebbing tide.

The bay curved into a broad horseshoe, with rocky headlands at each end. In the centre of the horseshoe, was a short jetty. Sometimes Bobby’s new father, Chris, took him fishing from the jetty, just like the other parents of all children in the little town. Most of those children had been swimming since they were toddlers, but Bobby had never lived by the sea before. He could swim, but only went in the water when his parents were with him, as the bigger waves scared him. Digger swam more strongly, and loved nothing better than to dash out into the deep water. Now he jumped in, and was soon happily swimming along, keeping pace with Bobby jogging on the beach.

After his swim, Digger was happy to follow Bobby right to the far end of the bay, where the rocks of the headland replaced the sand. Beyond the headland, steep cliffs faced the sea. Bobby sat on the highest rock, and brought out an apple. He loved to sit here, with Digger nearby, to look out across the bay. There might be anglers on the jetty. If one pulled a fish from the water, the sunlight would flash a reflection from its scales. Or there might be young men diving from the end of the jetty, something Bobby would love to do one day. But he had to become a better swimmer first!

Sometimes, a local was taking his small boat out of the bay, with its motor puttering loudly. At other times, Bob could look out past the headland to the open sea. Sometimes, he watched a ship sail past. It might be a large fishing boat, bound for the waters far from shore, where it trawled for big tuna in the deeper water. Or it might be a much bigger ship, laden with shipping containers, bringing goods to Australia from nations around the world. Rarely, he would see the biggest of all, huge cruising boats carrying hundreds of people on holidays, sailing from one capital city to another, ignoring the small towns like the one Bobby lived in. What would life be like in one of those cruisers?

He threw the apple core into the water, wondering which of the fishy residents would eat it. Then he was ready to return home, where his mother Clancy was waiting, with his lunch. 

While Bobby was eating his apple, Digger went exploring. He jumped from one rock to another, looking down into the small pools of water between them. Animals lived there, little fish darting around, tiny crabs scuttling across the rocks, and snails hiding among the seaweed. They were all new to Digger, and he found them fascinating. 

He moved deeper among the rocks, still investigating. Then he heard a sound. Something among the rocks was in distress. Quickly he jumped to the top of a bigger rock, to get a better view. Ah, there it was! A big bird, hidden among the rocks. Digger sensed it was in pain.

Digger barked once, sharply, sending a message that he needed Bobby.

Bobby heard Digger bark, and looked around. He could see Digger standing on the big rock. The dog was staring at something near his feet. He must have found something interesting hidden there. The boy clambered across the rocks to reach him.

‘What have you found?’

Digger turned towards him, eyes shining with excitement. Bobby had to push him aside, to see what he had found.

Crouched between the rocks was the biggest bird Bobby had seen here near the sea, much bigger than the seagulls that were everywhere. This bird had webbed feet, and a strong orange bill. Creamy white feathers covered its head and body, while its wings were deep grey brown. One of those wings was held neatly, close to its body, but the other was dangling away, in a very odd position. As Bobby leaned close to look, the bird clacked its beak angrily and hissed.

‘Gosh, Digger, I think you have found an albatross. And I think she’s hurt her wing. Probably can’t fly with it like that. We have to help her.’

He sat back on his rock and looked at the bird. Digger watched too. The bird clacked its beak again, and glared at him with her sharp eyes. When he reached out a hand to pick her up, she pecked his finger sharply.

‘Hey, that hurt! I was only trying to help!’

Bobby frowned, trying to remember something Chris had talked about a few days ago.

‘Now I remember! There is an Animal Rescue organization in town. They care for injured animals. When we get home, I’ll ask Mum to call them. We can lead them here, so they can collect it. And they’ll need strong gloves, so they won’t get pecked!’

He stood up, and turned to clamber down from the rocks to the sand. At the last moment, he looked back at the albatross.

‘Just don’t go anywhere, while I’m away, will you?’ The bird clacked its beak, and Bobby laughed.

Bobby and his mother had just finished their lunch, when a small van with a closed canopy on the back, arrived at their house. It had a sign on the back: ANIMAL RESCUE. Digger barked a greeting to the tall, elderly man who climbed out. 

‘Good afternoon,’ he greeted them. ‘I’m Jack. Did you call us about a possible injured albatross?’

‘Yes,’ said Clancy. ‘My son and his dog found it on the headland this morning. Do you want him to show you?’ The man smiled.

‘That would be a big help. I could probably find it myself, but it will be much quicker if you lead the way.’

Soon, all three of them were on the beach, as Clancy also wanted to see the albatross. The man carried his tools in a big hessian bag. He chatted with Clancy as they walked, asking about life in the Flinders Ranges.

‘So you and your son were trapped in a cave, when rocks closed the entrance?’

‘That’s right. And it was our brave dog, Digger, who brought help. And then he found another entrance so we could get out. We owe our lives to him.’

‘So that’s why you call him a wonder dog,’ he said with a smile. Clancy shook her head.

‘He had that name before he came to us,’ she explained. ‘First when he was a star on TV and film; then he travelled alone to the Outback; and saved people trapped in car accidents, or lost while bushwalking. That’s how he earned his name.’

Jack looked at Digger with even more respect.

‘And it was Digger who found the albatross,’ Bobby added. ‘He showed me where it was.’

Digger led the way across the rocky headland, and stopped when he reached the rocks where the albatross waited. Jack stood looking down at the bird.

‘You were right. It is an albatross. It’s a smaller type, which we often see along our beaches. We call it a molly hawk. And I can see it has a damaged wing. If it can’t fly, it can’t feed itself, and will soon die. Thank you for telling us about it.’

Jack opened his sack and took out strong gloves and an old towel. While he put on the gloves, he asked Clancy and Bobby to hold the sack open. Then he dropped the towel over the albatross’s head. Now he could pick up the bird, and place it gently into the bottom of the sack.

‘When it can’t see, it is less stressed,’ he explained. ‘We’ll leave it in the sack until we get back to the van.’

Back at the house, he took the bird out of the sack, and put it into a big wire cage in the van. The bird blinked in the light, then hissed and clacked its beak again. Jack closed the back of the van.

‘Back at the shelter, we’ll feed it and let it settle down. In a few days, we’ll get the vet to check the wing, and see if it will heal. With luck, it will be able to fly again, and we can release it back to its true home, here at the beach.’

He shook hands with Clancy and Bobby, then patted Digger. ‘All thanks to you, Bobby, and your wonder dog, Digger.’ 

Digger waved his bendy tail.
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​Chapter 2 ... Bobby’s First Day at a New School


[image: image]


It was the end of the long summer holidays. Today was the first day of school for the year.

In the kitchen, Digger knew that something was different. He could sense that Bobby was nervous, but also excited. Digger didn’t understand why Bobby felt that way, but just wanted to help his favourite human. He snuggled up beside Bobby’s feet, as he sat at the kitchen table, pretending to eat breakfast. Actually, Bobby fed most of his bacon, and lots of his toast, to Digger, when Mum was not looking. He did manage to eat the scrambled egg she cooked, without actually feeling sick. The orange juice tasted funny, too.

When Bobby brought his bike out from the toolshed, Digger ran to join him, as he had done almost every day during the holidays. But today was different.

‘Not today, Digger.’ Bobby shook his head at his best friend. ‘You must stay home, today. I’ll see you after school.’ Digger dropped his bendy tail sadly, and watched as Bobby and his mother left the yard.

Bobby rode his bike beside his mother, as she walked to the school, set among shady trees beside a big sports oval. Once there, Bobby went to put his bike among all the others on the rack. Then he and Clancy joined the line of new students being enrolled. 

Bobby looked down at his feet, avoiding the eyes of everyone else in the line. He thought of all the long hot days
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