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Chapter 1 The Beginning

Where Miss
Hendley doesn’t believe me, but the others do.



‘They’re
real, Miss Hendley. I know they are. They have long tails and lots
of hair on their eyebrows, and they can jump around like anything .
. .’

‘That
sounds like a kangaroo or a wallaby, Liss. There are
lots of those around Niamong. Up in
the hills and down in the gullies.’

‘No, Miss
Hendley! I know about
kangaroos and wallabies. Jemmy has them for stew sometimes, and his
dad says they’re a pest sometimes, when they break down his fences
and let the sheep out. No, quongs are real, and magical, and they
can do all sorts of things kangaroos and wallabies can’t, and nor
can wombats.’

It
was Show and Tell time at
school. I was in Grade 4, long before all those other things
happened to me and the others, and I’d decided to tell the grade
that I was going to find a quong. I’m not too good at beginning
things, especially when I don’t want to. Something has to be really
interesting before I’ll start it, like building dams in a creek, or
making cubby houses out the back, under the grass trees, or
swimming under the old trestle bridge, or even cooking a damper
over orange coals. School work and shopping and visiting Mum’s
friends were definitely not my
cup of tea.

But this
seemed like a good thing to
begin, something that I should really do.

‘Where do
you think these things, these quongs, live, Liss?’

Standing there
out the front of the class on my own I could see the girls getting
a bit restless, but Jingo and Jemmy, and Scratcher of course seemed
pretty interested. In fact the three of them were each leaning
forward with their hands cupped under their chins and their elbows
on the desks. Not even the blowflies made them move.

‘Well,’ I
said, because I didn’t really know the answer, ‘well . . .I think
they might be up there, too. Or even further away. It’s hard to
say, ’cause no–one’s really seen one.’

‘Wow!’
said Jemmy and Jingo.

‘Weeow!’
said Scratcher, who always seemed to have a bit more to say than
anyone else.

‘Yes, and
you probably have to go out of Niamong to find them. Through the
forest and across the river and into the mountains!’

‘Weeow!’
said Jemmy and Jingo.


‘Weeowee!’ said Scratcher.

‘And I
bet I could find one!’ I said, excited by the boys’ excitement.
‘And I will!’


‘Weeowee!’ said Jemmy and Jingo.


‘Weeoweearoo!’ said Scratcher.

‘Well,
yes, I’m sure you will,’ said Miss Hendley. ‘Now, has anyone else
got anything to show or tell? No? All right, get out your
arithmetic books and we’ll do some sums.’

I went back to
my desk, blushing a bit because the boys were staring at me and
whispering. Last night I’d hardly slept a wink, thinking about
quong. Was he really real? Could I find him? What would I do when I
found him? Was he really fat and wrinkly with a long tail and bushy
eyebrows. Would he like me?


Would I like
him? And do the eyebrows really keep
out the flies?

What if there
weren’t any flies?!

It was very
hard to do arithmetic. Where should I go? As nobody that I’d
believe had ever seen a quong I supposed that meant that they were
pretty shy or pretty rare, even though they weren’t pretty. I
didn’t think they’d live in cities, in Melbourne or Sydney, or
towns, because someone would’ve seen them sometime. I didn’t think,
either, that they might live near farms, because people out there
keep a sharp lookout for unusual creatures or strange events. And a
quong would certainly cause a stir in the old bush telegraph.

No, it seemed
to me that quong must live a long way from Niamong. Out through the
great red gum forest, across the low red hills, over twenty rivers,
and up, up, up, into the far away mountains.

‘Can we
come, Liss? Please! We want to come with you! We want to find a
quong, too!’

The boys were
waiting for me as I went out into the yard for play. They rushed
around me and we somehow found ourselves under the peppercorn at
the bottom of the playground.

‘Come on,
Liss, tell us a bit more about the quong. It does sound a bit like
a kangaroo. Or a wallaby.’

‘Well,
it’s not the quong.
It’s quong – Quong! There
aren’t hundreds and thousands of them, either, like kangaroos.
There’s only one!’

‘Wow!’
said Jemmy and Jingo.


‘Weoweearoo!’ said Scratcher, without waiting for the others
to add bits to their wows.

‘And he’s
a long way away from here, but not that far,’ I said, because I
wasn’t sure whether I wanted the boys to come with me or not but I
probably did. ‘And he doesn’t
have a pouch!’

The more I
talked about him the more I seemed to know about him. It was like
what happens in dreams.


‘Weoweearoo!’ said Jingo and Jemmy.


‘Weoweearooster!’ said Scratcher.

I looked at him
but didn’t quite know what to say. Sometimes you get like that with
boys. But I was glad they were talking to me.

‘Go on,
Liss. Can we come?!’

I looked
at them. They were my best friends, though they didn’t know that.
And I was their best friend,
but I don’t think they knew that, either.

Jemmy lived on
a farm not far from town and he wore a pair of braces to keep his
trousers up. At least that was what they were supposed to be for. I
actually knew that he used them as a shanghai, and he could shoot
stones right over the trestle bridge, even when there was a wind
blowing. He was my favourite.

Jingo’s house
was near the school. He only had to jump over his back fence, cross
the dirt road, and he was in the gate. His dad worked on the
railways.

Scratcher’s
place was as far from the school and the police station as he could
make it, without being out in the bush. Today he was wearing shoes
for once, and patched shorts and an old shirt, not tucked in very
well.


‘Liss!’

‘All
right! But you have to do what I say!’

‘Yippee!
We’re going to find a quong!’


‘It’s Quong, and don’t
forget about doing what I say!’

‘When are
we going? When’ll we get there?’ said Jingo and Jemmy.

‘Can I
bring him home? Will I be able to eat him?’ said
Scratcher.

I
should’ve said that Scratcher would stay behind, in case we got
lost. Maybe Quong would eat him.

‘Now,
look, we can’t just rush off and find him. We have to have a plan.
We have to get things ready. And we have to tell our
parents.’

The boys
suddenly went quiet and stopped jigging around.

‘Well,
maybe we won’t have to tell
our parents, as long as we’re not gone too long.’

‘Yippee!’
yelled the boys again, cheering up as quickly as a lizard that
catches a fly. ‘We’re going to find a quong! We’re going to find a
quong!’ they sang, as boys do, when they’re showing off, which is
most of the time.

‘What’s
the plan, Liss? What’s the plan?!’

‘What do
we have to do to get ready? Do you mean food and
things?’

This was
the best thing in my life! I
was in charge of boys! And not any old boys but my best boys!

‘All
right, then, this is my plan. First we’ll get ready, and then we’ll
go.’

‘Weeow!’
said Jemmy and Jingo.


‘Weeowee!’ said Scratcher.

‘Meet at
my place, after school. In my tree house. And you’d better come up
the back way.’


‘Weeowarooster!’ said the three boys.

 



Chapter 2 Getting
Ready

Where we don’t
tell our mums and dads anything, or they’d try to stop us,
especially because I’m a girl.

 


The sun
was still high in the sky when I got home, and Brissy lumped out to
meet me as I walked up the drive, her fat pink tongue sweating
little drops of water onto the gravel.

I’d told
them to come up the back way – over the creek – so that Mum
wouldn’t see them. I think she quite liked Jemmy, or at least Mrs
Brister, but I’m fairly sure she wasn’t sure about Jingo, and I
was quite sure she was quite
sure about Scratcher. Anyway, we were going to be doing some
planning and I think it’s best if you keep your Mum out of that
sort of thing.

I threw my
school bag on the floor, had a drink of cold milk, and went out the
back.

About a million
years ago someone had planted an enormous pine tree near the top
fence, up from where our car fell in the creek a few years later.
Its trunk was so thick at the bottom that you couldn’t get your
arms around it, even if you were a policeman. Then it stretched up
to the sky, with enormous branches poking out all the way up, just
like a staircase. About half way up was my tree house.

It was built by
Da, my grandfather, Mum’s dad. He built things to last, even though
we never seem to have hurricanes in Niamong. And he built things
properly.

A platform went
right round the tree trunk, made out of old floor boards. It had
solid walls up to higher than me, and windows on each side. I could
look out of these, through the branches and pine needles, and see
most of Niamong, especially the great silo where the wheat was
stored and the pigeons got fat on dropped grain.

I’d divided the
place into four rooms, which I called Jemmy, Jingo, Scratcher and
Liss, or North, South, East, and West when I had visitors. I stored
a lot of my toys and books up there, and other things, and,
sometimes, I even slept up there.

‘Liiiss.
Liiiiis.’

It was the
boys, faint because they were so far away and had to shout
upwards.

‘Come up.
I’m ready.’

Even from way
up in the tree house I could hear them coming. Boys can’t be quiet.
Pine bark is very hard, and groovy, and you can’t get splinters
without really trying. And my pine tree was very safe to climb,
especially if you stood on a branch where it came out of the trunk.
All the way up the next branch you had to climb on to was always
just in reach, except for the bottom – you had to jump up off the
ground to get your arms and legs around the first one. In fact, the
higher you climbed the closer the branches and the safer you
felt.

If you really
wanted to you could climb over the tree house’s roof and keep on
going upwards, but I didn’t do that very often, unless I was pretty
sure that Mum’d gone into town or somewhere.

‘Hiya,
Liss,’ a red and green head said, poking up through my front door.
It was Jemmy, with pine needles sticking out of his hair. He looked
like Nan’s pin cushion as he climbed through and stood up in my
kitchen. ‘Wow!’ He hadn’t been up before.

‘Hiya,
Liss,’ said Jingo, next to stick his head up into near the clouds.
He only had a few pine needles, so he must’ve come up the trunk on
the other side to Jemmy. ‘Wow!’ He hadn’t been up before,
either.


‘Weeoweearooster!’ shouted a bundle of needles, dust and bits
of bark. If he’d been up
before my tree house would’ve been buried in stuff off the
tree.

They spread
out, south, east, and west. North was where the front door was and
where the boys weren’t, so I stayed there. There wasn’t really a
window in the kitchen, but plenty of light came in through the
cracks, and so did the wind. West looked out over Niamong, and this
was where the boys ended up at after a few moments.

‘Wow!
There’s the school! And the hospital! And Jingo’s place!’ ‘Where?
Where?’ ‘Down there! And there’s Mr Greensleeves going into his
church! And there’s old Sergeant Connally!

Scratcher
ducked his head back inside at that: he wasn’t all that keen to see
Sergeant Connolly, the policeman, even from up near the clouds.

It was time for
the planning.

This was the
best part, and we had to get it right. It was going to be a long,
hard journey, through forests and hills and rivers and mountains.
After we’d got away from the town and were out into the country and
past the farms we’d probably be on our own, with no where to get
food or stay at night, and there’d certainly be no one to wash our
clothes or cook our breakfast.

We’d have to
take everything we needed.

The boys sat on
the carpet whilst I poured out the cordial and then we began.

‘Now,
boys, we’re going to be away for a long time, maybe weeks, so we
have to decide what things we have to take.’

‘Food,’
said Scratcher, and I could see that Jemmy and Jingo’d nearly said
that, too.

Which was
just as well, because that’s what I
was thinking about.

‘All
right, everybody write down what food we should take.’

I gave them
pencils and bits of paper and we all lay down and started to write.
It didn’t take long. And everyone agreed, so here’s the list that
we came up with:

7 tins of baked
beans

3 loaves of
sliced bread

1 bottle of
cordial!

1 packet of
butter

4 jars of
Vegemite

2 tins of
strawberry jam

6 bags of
home–made chicken–flavoured potato chips

6 bars of
chocolate large ones, for energy

6 fruity
bars

6 toffee
apples

‘That’s
nine things each,’ said Scratcher, who’d stopped counting after the
fruity bars.

‘No, it’s
not! It’s twenty!’ said Jingo, whose dad worked on the
railways.

‘It
doesn’t matter how many things there are,’ I said, because
I was in charge, ‘it’s how heavy they
are that counts. We have to make sure everybody carries the right
amount. Now, the next things.’

‘What
next things?’ asked Jemmy. I thought that was all.’

‘No,
there are millions of other things we’ll need. The search for
Quong is an expedition and we have to have all the things you need
on an expedition.

‘Well’, I
said, and then this is what I said:

1 tent, with
ropes and tent pegs

1 billy

1 saucepan

1 frying
pan

4 cutlery
sets

1 basin, for
washing the dishes and my face

2 towels, one
for drying up, one for drying down

1towel

1 flannel and
soap and nail brush

Tooth brushes
and toothpaste

4 Enamel
mugs

2 knives, for
carving meat and for cutting bread and rolls

1 bread
knife

1 mallet, to
bang the tent pegs in with

1 first aid
kit, for when we hit our thumbs when banging in the tent pegs

1 trenching
tool, for digging drains around the tent, digging a fire place, and
for making a toilet

1 axe and one
tomahawk, to cut kindling

4 sleeping
bags

4 groundsheets,
to put under the sleeping bags, in case of damp ground

4 pillows and
pillow cases, and spare ones in case they got dirty

1 pocket knife,
with tin opener, bottle opener, corkscrew, screwdriver, and pig
stabber

1 torch, with
spare batteries

1 hurricane
lantern, in case all the batteries ran down

1 stool, 1 fold
up table

4 air
mattresses, to sleep on, and to cross the rivers

‘Wow!’
Weeow!’ Weeoweearooster!!’ It was lucky they had me in
charge.

‘I
haven’t finished! There’s lots
more.’

1 table
cloth

4
serviettes

1 fishing rod,
with spare hooks, flies, sinkers, and net

Spare socks

Leather boots,
rubber boots, sand shoes, galoshes

Spare
shorts

Bathers in case
we fell off the mattresses when we were crossing the rivers

T shirts

Jumpers, short–
and long–sleeved

Raincoats

Rain hats and
woollen beanies!

Jackets


Underclothes

Washing
powder

1 piece of
string, 10 rubber bands, 2 nails

1 roll of
toilet paper

Extra
toothpaste

1 camera and
four films

1 writing pad,
4 envelopes, 4 stamps

1 pencil and
sharpener

1 box of
waterproof matches

1 blanket, in
case it got really cold in the mountains

1 repair kit,
to mend any punctures in the air mattresses

1 bottle of
insect repellent

Sunburn
lotion

3 bottles of
lemonade

1 small can of
worms

1 tin of shoe
polish

1 small
radio

‘That’s
about it,’ I said. I don’t think I’ve forgotten
anything.’


‘Weeoweearooster!’ admired the boys.

 



Chapter 3
Off

Where we leave
Niamong for the land where we’ll find Quong.

 


Actually
I had forgotten something,
which was what we were going to use to pack all the things in, but
I told the boys to sort that out themselves. They also had to find
all the things on their list, and they had to be ready to go on
Sunday.

Early in the
morning, when the first magpie started its song at the top of the
pine tree, I crept out of bed, sneaked into the kitchen, and had a
big bowl of cereal. I thought that was the right way to start the
search.

Brissy nearly
woke up when I trod on her tail and the budgie gave a couple of
little chirps, but nothing else happened. Mum and Dad’s door was
closed – they’d been to a party – so they wouldn’t have seen all
the stuff in my room.

I brushed my
teeth and crept back to my bedroom to load the rucksack. The floor
and my chest of drawers were covered, and other things were under
the bed, as well as in the wardrobe and hanging on the back of the
door.

It took me
nearly all morning to pack, putting things in and taking them out
again and putting them back in a different order or in a different
place. I was very glad when it was all done, and I thought the bed
would be quite pleased when I finally got going.

Getting the
rucksack onto my back was a real problem – it was so heavy – and
the matches kept falling out. I eventually solved that by gluing
the matchbox onto the top flap, and I put the rucksack on by lying
on the floor and wriggling into the straps. But I couldn’t get up!
I had to turn almost onto my tummy and then squirm my back up, then
my knees, grabbing the door handle and heaving. Whew! Lucky the
boys were taking things, too, or we wouldn’t get far.
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