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MY DAD THE DUCK
CHAPTER 1
Zoe and her dad stood in front of the old, two-storey house with its peeling paint, missing boards, rotting gutters and rusted iron roof. Everywhere they looked there was work. Work, work, work. But then Zoe’s dad loved work, something Zoe should have remembered when her father suggested they go camping. She should have known that his idea of camping had nothing to do with outdoors, fresh air and hiking. His kind of camping meant power saws, electric drills and renovating old houses.
“Won’t this be fun?” Zoe’s father said to his freckled faced, red-haired daughter.
“Yeah, fun,” Zoe answered gloomily as they crossed the verandah.
“I’ll teach you how to saw wood, drill holes and hit a nail with a hammer without whacking your thumb.” Zoe’s father was glowing with excitement. He really did love building things. Zoe’s mum said it was the thing he loved most of all.
At the door of the house Zoe’s dad removed a key from his pocket and inserted it into the front door lock. He turned the key and gave the door a push. The door groaned. He felt about on the wall for the light switch. It was very dark in the musty, dusty hall, despite the sunny afternoon outside.
“No power yet,” he announced. “Lucky we brought our camping gear.”
Zoe and her dad peered through the dimness at the rooms beyond.
“What a bargain!” he exclaimed. “Got it real cheap - deceased estate.”
Deceased estate? Zoe thought. That had something to do with dead people.
“Do you believe in ghosts?” Zoe asked her father.
“Of course not,” he said firmly. “There are no such things.”
Zoe was not so sure. This was a haunted house if ever she had seen one.
“You took your time!” a woman’s voice suddenly snapped. “I thought you’d never come.”
“Dad, did you hear that?” Zoe said. She felt a shiver pass through her.
Zoe’s father looked at her blankly. “Hear what?” he replied.
“That voice. Someone spoke to us.”
“I didn’t hear anything.”
They walked along the hallway, passing doorways on either side. Finally they arrived in the lounge room. It, too, was very dark. Her father went over to the window and drew aside the old curtain that hung there. Light flooded into the room from outside.
“What a mess! Just look at that ceiling!” he exclaimed. At which they both looked up at the sagging plaster ceiling with its flaking paintwork.
“Dad, if there are no such things as ghosts, how come people see them?” Zoe was determined to continue the discussion. It was a topic that interested her a lot.
Her father, however, was busy daydreaming. In his mind he had already set to work and fixed the ceiling.
“Imagination. That’s all it is,” he said abruptly. Then changing the subject said, “It smells bad in here. It needs ventilation. I bet there’s rising damp.”
“No, Dad. It’s another smell. It’s... it’s cat.”
Her father sniffed the air. It did smell like a cat.
“The filthy animal’s been weeing in here!” Zoe’s father hated cats; he disliked pets of any kind.
“Dad, look,” said Zoe pointing at a cat’s footprint clearly stamped on the dusty floorboard. “There’s a footprint. And another.”
Zoe and her father followed the trail of cat footprints that led from the room to the foot of a staircase. They looked up the stairs. A cat appeared for a moment at the top. It was an old cat with smooth, grey fur.
“Who let that in here?” Zoe’s father growled.
Suddenly there was a very loud cackle from upstairs.
“Did you hear that?” Zoe asked.
“Hear what?”
“Somebody laughed. Maybe there’s a burglar.”
“A burglar? But there’s nothing to steal. I’m going up. You stay here.”
Zoe watched her father as he climbed the stairs holding a lump of wood. With a fierce expression on his face, he slowly mounted each step, puffing out his chest to make himself look bigger and tougher. Zoe knew her father really wasn’t a brave man, although he often pretended to be.
Near the top of the stairs, his foot unexpectedly slipped and he tumbled down, stopping his fall by grabbing hold of the staircase railing.
“A person could get killed on these stairs,” he said as looked up at the broken step he had slipped on.
Zoe felt anxious; her heart pounded quickly as her father again climbed the stairs and disappeared. It was then that she heard it - a blood curdling shout, a great, loud thump and a screaming “ye-owwl”!
“Got ya!” Zoe’s father yelled from upstairs as the terrified cat screeched and ran down the stairs and out the house, its fur standing on end like one huge, grey puffball. Zoe watched the cat disappear.
“That was mean,” Zoe shouted up at her Dad, who now stood at the top of the stairs looking very pleased with himself. “You didn’t have to hit it.”
“I just gave it a scare,” he replied, a little shame-faced.
Zoe still thought her father was mean.
“Come on up,” he called to her. “There’s no burglar here. Just watch that step. It’s badly rotted.”
Zoe slowly went up the stairs, carefully avoiding the dangerous step. Once at the top she looked along the upstairs corridor, towards her father at the other end.
“Choose a room,” he said. “You can have the pick of the bedrooms.”
Zoe walked along the corridor, coming to the first room, where she looked in. The room was empty like the rest of the house.
“A nice big room,” her father observed as he joined Zoe at the door. “Plenty of room for your books and things.”
Zoe was unsure. She liked the room, but it was not quite right. She moved along the corridor to the next room. Her father entered the room and gazed out the window.
“Nice view. Good light. You could have a lot of fun in here.” He was beginning to sound like a salesman.
Again Zoe was not sure and moved down the hall to the third room.
“Perfect!” she exclaimed as soon as she reached it.
“How do you know?” her father asked, amazed at the speed at which she had made her decision.
Zoe shrugged. She then glanced back across the hallway to a room with a closed door. The room seemed smaller than the rest.
“Dad, what’s in there?”
Her father couldn’t remember. In fact, he’d not noticed the room before. “Maybe a storeroom. Take a look,” he said.
Zoe crossed the hall and opened the door to the room.
“Wow!” Zoe exclaimed as she peered inside. Never in her life had she seen such a sight. Shelves upon shelves of bottles and jars containing liquids and powders of many different colours. And underneath the shelves were cabinets with drawers. Zoe opened some drawers to discover them full of dried plants and flowers and strange looking mushrooms. Finally, there was a bench on which stood a set of scales, some mixing bowls as well as a pestle and mortar.
“Dad, what do think these things are for?”
Zoe’s dad, however, had the strangest expression on his face.
“What things?” he asked his daughter.
“These,” she said, pointing to all the things in the room. “Dad, what’s wrong? You look very strange. Can’t you see them?”
“I know, this is a game - a pretend game,” he said with a laugh. He knew his daughter loved to pretend.
It was now Zoe’s turn to be confused. She picked the set of scales from the bench. “Dad, look at the scales. They’re very old.”
“Yes, yes, of course they are,” her father grinned, playing along with her, but not seeing a thing.
“You do see the scales?”
“Yes, yes, they’re very old, just like you said.”
“Then what about this.” Zoe picked up the pestle and mortar just to test him.
“Give me a clue,” her father said, while staring at Zoe’s empty hands. “I’m not very good at guessing games.”
“But, dad, this is not a game. These things are real.”
“Zoe, to pretend is one thing, to lie another. You shouldn’t say things are real when they’re not.” He was beginning to get cross with her. “Now I’ll see you downstairs. I want to start work before it gets dark.”
Zoe’s dad left the room and walked briskly down the corridor. Zoe called after him, “Who used to live in this house?”
“An old lady. Some silly, old duck,” he shouted back to her. His words echoed around the empty house.
“Silly old duck!” a woman’s voice cackled from behind Zoe’s back. “I’ll give him duck!”
Hearing the strange voice behind her, Zoe spun about. But there was nobody to be seen.
CHAPTER 2
“Watch the head of the nail, not the hammer. That’s right, now give it a hit.” These were the instructions that Zoe’s dad gave his daughter as he tried to teach her how to drive a nail into a plank of wood. Already, Zoe had hit her thumb twice and was wearing band-aids as a result. Once again Zoe did as she was told, but just at the moment of bringing the hammer down her attention drifted off. Whack!
“Ouch!” yelled her father, clutching his injured hand. She had completely missed her target and struck her father’s fingers instead. “That does it! I give up! You’re hopeless!”
Zoe felt hopeless, too. Zoe wasn’t good at anything. She could think of a great, long list of things she wasn’t good at. She couldn’t sing, or dance, draw, paint or play an instrument and her school report said she was often unsatisfactory in most other things. And now she had to add hitting nails to the list. Her mother said that her problem was her star sign and that she was the kind of person who couldn’t concentrate on something unless it interested her. Her mother said that one day she would find something that she really liked and it would lead her to her destiny. But what? She had no idea.
Today, however, she wasn’t thinking about her destiny, at that moment she was thinking about all that had happened to her since she arrived in this strange, old house. Did she really see the things in that room and did she really hear an old woman’s voice? Zoe knew she liked to imagine things. Often she went on all sorts of adventures in her mind. Once, for example, she saw a dragon in the backyard and put out its fiery breath with the garden hose. Her mother had been angry with her over that, mainly because she had wet the dry washing on the line. Zoe tried to explain to her mother how she had saved them all by stopping the dragon burning down the house. But Zoe’s mother would have none of it.
Zoe’s dad would have none of it as well. He did not understand Zoe’s imagination. How could anyone believe in things that just weren’t there? There was a time, however, when he was small, that he did believe. Once he imagined that there was a witch living up the chimney in his house. And that she could cast all sorts of spells and that she was sometimes cranky and sometimes nice. In fact he had told his father. But his father just laughed and told him not to be so silly.
It was evening and Zoe helped her father prepare their dinner in the lounge room of the old house. They worked in the bright glow of a gas camp light. As her father cooked their eggs and sausages on his small, camp stove, Zoe buttered some bread and placed the slices on each of their plates. Nearby, on the floor were two sleeping bags, which had been rolled out on top of inflatable mattresses. Having done her bit, Zoe lay on top of her sleeping bag waiting for her father to finish his cooking. As she waited she stared up at the ceiling where her father’s gigantic shadow moved about. So this was the camping holiday Zoe’s dad had promised her. She had to admit, though, the smell of the food, the hiss of the gas light and the feel of the sleeping bag did make her think that they were camping out in the bush.
Suddenly the mood was broken by the sound of her father’s mobile phone.
“Get that, will you?” he asked.
Zoe crossed the room to the fireplace and picked up the mobile phone from the mantelpiece.
“Hello,” she said. She then turned to her father excitedly. “It’s mum!”
Zoe’s dad smiled limply. He was not on the best of terms with his former wife.
“Yes,” I’m having a good time,” Zoe said, lying to her mum. She then handed the phone to her father. “Mum wants to speak to you.”
Her father took the phone and held it to his ear while continuing to cook their meal.
“Yes,” he said, trying to sound friendly. Zoe strained to listen. She could hear her father’s voice clearly, but she had to imagine what her mother was saying. “Yes, of course I’ll see she eats properly...Yes, I’ll see she gets plenty of sleep...Yes, I’ll make sure she doesn’t get too much sun.” Zoe could feel her father’s temperature rising. “Yes, I’ll see she has fun. Listen, don’t you think I can look after my own daughter? Yes, all right, I have your number. We’ll see you in a week!” Zoe’s dad tossed the phone back to Zoe. “Say good night to your mum. Damn, I’ve burnt the sausages and the eggs are stuck!”
Their meal, however, was not completely ruined. In fact, Zoe thought it tasted quite good, considering her dad was not the best of cooks. After dinner, Zoe and her father made ready for bed. Her father wrote in a notebook, working out all the building materials he would need to buy the next day. Zoe meanwhile read a book, although her eyes felt tired, making the words kind of swim on the page. Her father looked across at her.
“Time for sleep,” he said.
A strange, scratching noise came unexpectedly from the chimney.
“What was that?” he asked.
“It’s coming from in there,” Zoe said pointing at a spot high up the chimney.
Zoe’s father carried the light over to cold, dark fireplace and placed the light inside. He then knelt down to look up the chimney. He stopped, however. “You take a look,” he said to his daughter.
“But, dad,” I’ll get all dirty,” Zoe replied, surprised by her father, who seemed nervous and pale. “Dad, are you all right?”
“Yes, of course I am,” he said. “Your young eyes might see more, that’s all.”
“Dad, there’s nothing to worry about, you know - witches don’t really live up chimneys, they live in rooms like other people.”
At this her father turned even whiter. How did his daughter possibly know that that was what he was thinking? Not that he believed in any of that nonsense of course. Zoe, for her part, did not know why she had said it. It had just popped into her head. Things had a habit of just popping into her head. She often knew what others were thinking without really knowing how or why.
The noise in the chimney was heard again. This time her father stuck his head in the fireplace to take a look. “That cat!” he cursed. “That cat’s up there. If I get my hands on it...”
Immediately a large quantity of soot fell down on his head. He withdrew his head from the chimney, coughing and spluttering, his face totally covered in thick, black soot. Zoe now heard a loud voice again.
“Ha! Ha! Got you back! That’ll teach you scare my cat.”
It was the old woman again. Or was it? Her father didn’t seem to hear a thing. No, no, Zoe thought to herself, it can’t be real, I must have imagined it. Still...
“Dad,” Zoe said, “I think we should be careful what we say in this house. I think there’s somebody listening.” Zoe then went on to tell her father about the woman’s voice and how earlier she had threatened him.
“What did she say?” Zoe’s father asked in disbelief.
“Something about a duck. I didn’t quite understand. But it didn’t sound good.”
“Duck?” he scoffed. “What’s she going to do? Turn me into one?”
“Dad,” Zoe pleaded, “don’t say that.”
“Why not? Once and for all there are no such things as ghosts or witches. It’s all your imagination. And I’ll prove it to you.” Zoe’s dad then shouted very loudly, “Whoever you are, if you’re there, turn me into a duck. Come on, give me the works - I dare you!” He then waddled about the room, pretending to be a duck, quacking loudly and flapping his arms up and down. Finally he stopped before his frightened daughter, grinning and laughing.
“You see, I’m still here. No duck. Not even a feather.”
But at that moment the gas light went out. Zoe could see nothing in the pitch-blackness of the room.
“Dad?” Zoe called.
Her father, however, did not answer.
“Please, dad, don’t joke. I’m scared.”
Zoe remembered she had a flashlight besides her bed. She quickly felt for the torch, found it and turned it on. She moved the beam about the room trying to find her father, but heard a noise instead.
“Brr...brr…brrck… brrck...brrck,” she heard behind her.
Swinging about she flashed the torch in the direction of the sound. But her dad was gone and in his place stood a big, white rooster.
Zoe could not believe her eyes. She watched in astonishment as her dad proudly strutted about the room, occasionally scratching with his claw on the floorboards.
Suddenly the old woman’s voice spoke once more. “Curse it,” she said. “I’ve done it again. You should be a duck not a chook.” And in a puff of smoke she changed him from a haughty rooster into a scrawny, brown duck.
CHAPTER 3
In the morning Zoe woke slowly from her sleep to find herself in the front seat of her father’s car, its cabin light dimly glowing. How had she got there? It all seemed like a blur. Slowly, however, Zoe remembered the night before and felt a sudden sense of shame. Terrified, she had run from the house and locked herself in the car, leaving her poor dad to his fate. Yet what else could she have done? Now it was morning things didn’t seem quite so bad. In fact, perhaps nothing had happened at all. Perhaps it had all been just a bad dream. Still, here she was in the car. Perhaps she walked in her sleep, got into the car and stayed there all night. That was a sensible explanation. And the more she thought about it, the more she liked it. Yes, that’s exactly what happened. She would go back in the house straight away and tell her father all about it.
The front door was closed so Zoe walked down the side passage of the house towards the back door. As Zoe rounded the corner of the house, she found to her great surprise a boy about her age. The boy, dressed in a football jumper, blue denim jeans and track shoes, squatted next to the grey cat, which purred and rubbed against his leg. Immediately the boy looked up and smiled at her, his warm friendly smile easing any fears she might have.
“Hello,” he said to her. “My name’s Nick. Every day I come and feed the cat. Now she’s gone.” At this Nick nodded towards the house. Zoe guessed he must have been talking about the old woman. It was on the tip of her tongue to say that she had not gone at all. Instead she asked him how she died.
“Fell down the stairs,” he said. “Her name was Marcia.”
The grey cat rubbed itself against Zoe’s legs and purred very loudly.
“He likes you,” Nick said, as he spooned out lumps of pet meat from a can he held in his hand. “Mr Tom doesn’t like many people.”
Zoe bent down and began to stroke Mr Tom. She looked the cat all over. It was the first time she had seen him up close. He was very old and scarred. Zoe wanted to talk further with Nick but suddenly remembered her father.
“I better be going,” she said.
“Me too,” Nick responded.
Without another word Nick stood and wandered off across the backyard, stopping at the back fence to push aside a loose paling. Watched by Zoe he stepped through the fence and disappeared from view. Zoe then noticed something she hadn’t seen before. The backyard was full of holes - small holes, large holes, here, there and everywhere, as if some large animal had been digging for bones.
Zoe now walked to the back door of the house and opened it. She was trying to stay calm, but despite her best effort she could feel herself becoming more and more nervous.
“Dad?” she called upon entering. There was, however, no response. Zoe walked very slowly through the empty rooms, expecting her dad at any moment to jump out and shout, “boo”. Finally she approached the lounge room. She held her breath and looked in. Nothing, no-one. The room was much like it had been the night before. Zoe was becoming more anxious. Her attention was then drawn towards the bathroom from where she thought she heard the splashing of water. She walked to the bathroom door and knocked.
“Dad?” she asked while continuing to knock on the door.
“Quack,” came from inside.
Zoe felt her heart sinking with dread. She opened the door and looked into the room, which was covered in water from the duck that stood splashing in the bathtub.
“Dad?” Zoe asked again.
The duck, however, just flapped its wings and showered the room with more water.
“Stop that, dad - you’re wetting me!”
The duck stopped to look at Zoe, who slowly approached the tub.
“I’m sorry, I ran out last night, but I was scared,” she said.
The duck quacked at her.
“You are my dad?”
“Of course he is,” a voice suddenly said from behind. It was the old woman’s voice. Zoe swung about. This time the old woman stood before her.
“Who...who...who are you?” Zoe stuttered, staring in amazement at Marcia who was dressed in an old floral dress and cardigan, with fluffy slippers and stockings rolled down to her ankles. On her head was a beanie in the colours of her favourite football team.
“Who do you think, you silly girl?” Marcia answered. “This is my house.”
“But you’re...”
“Dead. Yes, I am. Most inconvenient. Now look at this mess! What are you going to do about it? He is your dad... I mean, your duck,” she chuckled. “Never mind, I’ll do it myself. Mop! Get in here!”
Immediately a broom appeared at the door and began sweeping the wet floor making more mess.
“No, no,” Marcia bellowed. “I said mop!” She then turned to Zoe and added mysteriously, “I wish these things wouldn’t keep happening.”
The broom quickly ran from the room and the mop appeared.
“Get to work,” Marcia rudely ordered the mop, snapping her fingers and pointing at the wet mess on the floor. The mop set to work, mopping up the water on the floor.
“Are you a witch?” Zoe asked. Zoe thought Marcia looked nothing like a witch - at least ones she had read about in books.
“You are a dim thing. Of course I’m a witch. Who else can make a mop clean by itself? Now you,” Marcia said to the Zoe’s dad, “out of my tub.”
Instantly the duck jumped up on the side of the bath, quacking angrily at her.
“Don’t swear at me,” she said. “Ducks should be seen, but not heard.”
“Please,” Zoe pleaded. “Please change my dad back.”
“No,” Marcia answered. “He dared me to change him. And he’s been very rude.”
“But I’m sure he’s sorry. Aren’t you, dad?”
At this Zoe’s dad shook his head.
“You see, he’s not sorry at all,” Marcia observed.
“Oh, dad,” Zoe sighed. “What have you done?”
“Quack, quack,” came Zoe’s dad only reply.
“I can’t even talk to him,” Zoe said to the witch.
“Try Morse Code,” Marcia offered.
“Morse Code? What’s that?”
However, the old woman, did not answer, but faded away before Zoe’s eyes.
Now what to do? If only her father had quacked that he was sorry. Morse Code? Zoe had read about that once - it was a way of sending messages using combinations of dots and dashes, short sounds and long sounds, to make the letters of the alphabet. Zoe decided that she would find a library straight away.
It was late afternoon when Zoe returned from the library with two books. One was a book on the care and handling of ducks, the other was all about Morse code. Yes, Morse Code was just the thing to help her talk with her father.
“Dad,” Zoe said, “this is how we’ll talk - we’ll use short quacks and long quacks to spell out our words.”
All afternoon and into the evening Zoe and her father practised their new way of talking, which they both agreed was a lot of fun. “Quack, quack; quack, qu-uack quack; quack; quack, quack, quack, quack; quack, quack, qu-uack; qu-ack quack; qu-uack, qu-uack, quack; quack, qu-uack, quack; qu-uack, quack, qu-uack, qu-uack?” Zoe asked her dad, which translated meant “Are you hungry?” To which her father answered, “qu-uack, quack, qu-uack qu-uack; quack; quack,quack,quack; quack, quack; quack qu-uack; quack, quack, quack; qu-uack, quack; quack, qu-uack; quack, quack; quack, qu-uack quack, quack.” Or, in other words, “Yes, I want a snail.”
CHAPTER 4
While Zoe’s dad slept with his beak tucked under his wing, Zoe sat in the lounge room by the light of the gas lantern thinking about what she was going to do. It was good she could talk with her father again, but it really wasn’t quite the same as having her human dad back. As she was thinking, the old woman suddenly appeared.
“Is that a TV?” Marcia asked, pointing at the portable television, one of the many things her father had bought in case Zoe got bored. “Switch it on, I love TV.”
“But there’s no electricity,” Zoe responded.
“I can fix that,” Marcia boasted. She then clicked her fingers and taps in the house began to gush with water.
“What are you doing?” Zoe asked as she ran about the house turning off all the taps.
Marcia blushed.
“Old age, you see. Things keep going wrong. Let me try again.”
Once again Marcia clicked her fingers. This time, however, the house became alive; electric lights blazed brightly and the TV suddenly sprung into life.
“Is the footy on tonight?” Marcia asked. “Since I’ve died, I’ve lost all track of time.”
Zoe shrugged - football was not her favourite game. Marcia now settled down in front of the TV, making herself comfortable on one of the camp chairs.
What a weird witch, Zoe thought.
“I’m not weird,” Marcia unexpectedly said, reading Zoe’s thoughts. “Now, be quiet, I’m watching my team.”
The football commentary blared from the TV set. Zoe watched the old woman, who eyes were glued to the set. Every once and while Marcia cheered, jumping up and down excitedly as her team scored a try. Suddenly Zoe had an idea. She crept silently from the room, out into the hallway to the bottom of the stairs. Marcia’s room, of course - the one full of all the strange liquids and powders, the one where she must make her magic potions. If she looked hard enough, perhaps she’d find something to help her dad.
Zoe stood in the room and looked about the shelves at all the jars and bottles. What to make of them all? Zoe then noticed a thick, old, dusty book on the table. She opened the book and slowly turned the pages. It was full of the old woman’s magic recipes! There must be one for turning ducks back into humans, she thought. No luck, however. Zoe had searched the whole book and found nothing that would help. There was one recipe though that Zoe thought might be fun to make - a recipe for flying!
Zoe quickly gathered all the things she needed for the magic potion, carefully reading all the labels on the bottles and jars. She measured and weighed the different liquids and powders as instructed in the book, making sure not to make any mistakes. This magic stuff was so easy! Next she mixed them all together in a bowl and then poured the mixture into a glass. Finally she said the magic words that the recipe said she must say in order to make the potion work. Now she was ready to try the potion out. She held it to her lips and was about to take a sip of the pinkish liquid when she stopped. It had a terrible smell. And what if she had made a mistake? No, she had followed the instructions perfectly. Holding her nose Zoe drank from the glass.
It was a few moments before the potion had its effect. Zoe waited impatiently, but when it finally happened - zap! Zoe went straight up and hit the ceiling, her body pushed tight against the plaster, where she was stuck, unable to move a muscle. It was as if she had been glued from head to foot to the ceiling, or stuck there like a magnet to a fridge.
“Help!” Zoe cried loudly.
But there was no answer. All Zoe could hear was the football game on the TV downstairs.
“Help!” she cried again.
Suddenly there was a puff of smoke and Marcia appeared in the room.
“You’re interrupting the game!” Marcia said crossly, while looking about the room. “Where are you?”
“I’m up here,” Zoe called.
“Oh, dear,” Marcia chuckled. “You have got yourself into a pretty pickle.”
“Pickle! I wasn’t making pickles. It was your silly book. I did just as it said,” she shouted.
“Well serves you right - you shouldn’t be playing with my things. And haven’t your parents told you not to eat or drink strange things - you could have killed yourself, you know.”
At this Zoe looked embarrassed. She had been warned many times against eating and drinking unknown things.
“Now,” the old woman said, “tell me exactly what you did.”
Zoe told Marcia exactly what the recipe had said, while the old woman consulted her book.
“Here’s your mistake - you mixed the red powder with the white powder. It should have been the other way round.”
“But you get the same thing.”
“You don’t at all, or you’d now be flying about and not stuck up there. Still, credit where it’s due - you did well to get as far as you did - not everyone can do magic, you know. In fact, I think you have discovered a new recipe - we’ll call it ‘The Human Magnet’ - named after you.”
“Please, may I get down?”
“It’ll wear off after awhile.”
“But then I’ll fall.”
“You should have thought of that before.”
“Please,” begged Zoe. “Pretty, pretty, please.”
“Oh, all right , I’ll help you,” Marcia said. “But I’ll expect something in return. I’ve got plans for you.” She then whistled and called out loudly, “Ladder, come here!”
Immediately, from downstairs, what sounded like a mob of horses galloped through the house, thumped their way up the stairs and entered the room. It was the ladder followed by two camp chairs.
“The ladder, just the ladder,” Marcia shouted at the two chairs, which now backed sheepishly out of the room.
“It’s not their fault,” Zoe said, feeling sorry for the chairs.
Marcia turned her attention on the ladder, which pranced about the room like a pony positioning itself for Zoe to climb down. “Stay still,” she ordered the ladder. “You’re not in a circus.”
The ladder instantly obeyed. And just in time - Zoe could feel the effect of the potion wearing off.
“I’m ready,” she said, as she stepped carefully onto the top of the ladder and began to descend. “By the way,” Zoe said, finally reaching the floor. “Are you a white witch or a black one?”
Marcia thought about this for a moment.
“Kind of grey,” she said. And disappeared - back to the TV to watch the rest of her game.
CHAPTER 5
The next morning Zoe sat in the backyard as her father searched in the bushes for his breakfast of snails, slugs and worms. As she sat she wondered about the large holes that were everywhere in the yard. What kind of animal could have possibly made them? Zoe closed her eyes and a most strange picture entered her head. She saw a man, dressed in black, his head covered with a mask, holding some kind of odd machine, which he waved from side to side, just above the surface of the ground. Occasionally he would put down the machine to dig with a spade. Suddenly, though, Marcia appeared and the strange scene in Zoe’s head vanished immediately.
“So, what do you make of them?” the old woman said, pointing to the holes in the ground. “Was it an animal?”
Zoe shook her head, “It was a man, I think.”
“So you do have the gift,” Marcia smiled.
“What gift?” Zoe asked.
“For seeing things. Come over here and look into this bucket.”
Zoe crossed the yard to the back of the house where an old metal bucket stood under a tap. The bucket was full to the brim with water.
“What do you see?”
“Water,” Zoe laughed, puzzled by Marcia’s strange request.
“Don’t be difficult,” the old woman scolded her. “Look again.”
Zoe looked again. This time, however, it was like looking at the image on a television set. When she stared into the bucket she saw a picture of a large house with a big metal gate and on each side of the gate, standing high on the gate’s pillars, two large cement lions painted white. Zoe told Marcia what she saw.
“Good,” Marcia smiled again. “The man who lives in that house stole my money. That’s why there are holes in the backyard. He searched the backyard until he found it. It was in a large metal box.” Marcia now became very serious; she looked down solemnly at Zoe, “I have a job for you. Do you want me to turn your father into a human again?”
“Yes, of course I do,” Zoe said.
“Then get my money back. Succeed and you’ll be greatly rewarded. Fail and your father stays a duck forever. And you better be quick - the longer he stays a duck, the more he will become one.” She then looked at Zoe’s dad. “In his case it should only take a week.”
“Why can’t you get your own money back?” Zoe asked.
“Me? You’ve seen my powers. I can’t trust them any more. I’ve become too old. Besides, why should I when I have you to do it for me?”
“But, how? How will I get your money back?” Zoe was sounding desperate. “He may have already spent it.”
At this Marcia chuckled, “He won’t have done that. I put a spell on the box. It can only be opened by a special key.”
“But I don’t know who stole it,” Zoe cried, feeling the old woman had set her an impossible task.
“You’ll figure it out. You’ll have to - for your father’s sake.”
Zoe was about to ask for more help but Marcia was gone. Zoe thought about what Marcia had said. It was strange, but Zoe felt it was not just the money Marcia wanted. In a way Zoe felt the old woman was testing her. But for what? At that moment Nick appeared carrying a can of cat food.
“Who were you talking to?” he asked.
Zoe wasn’t sure how to answer. It was obvious he hadn’t seen Marcia. “I was calling to my duck.”
“Duck?” Nick said with surprise.
“Yes, he’s my dad,” she blurted without thinking. “I mean, he’s my dad’s present to me.”
Just then her dad came waddling out of the bushes. He walked up to Zoe quacking excitedly in a series of long quacks and short quacks.
“Slow down, slow down, I can’t understand you,” she said.
“You understand him?” Nick asked.
“As long as he doesn’t quack too quickly.”
Zoe listened to her father quack some more. “He said he’s sick of eating snails. He wants a change.”
Nick began to empty his can of food into the cat’s bowl. He then hit the can on its side and called, “Here, cat. Here, Mr Tom.”
Mr Tom appeared from nowhere and ran to the bowl. The duck ran too, quacking and hissing at the cat. The old, grey cat hissed back, arching its back, spitting and snarling at its feathered foe. The two circled the bowl of food, ready to fight.
Suddenly Zoe called out, “Dad, I’m disgusted with you. You greedy thing. That’s the cat’s food.”
She then picked her dad up and tucked him under her arm. Her dad squirmed and squawked to be let go.
“You called him ‘Dad’ again,” Nick observed.
“Did I?” Zoe said. “I meant...” It was no good. Zoe wasn’t good at lying. Besides, she was busting to tell somebody all that had happened. But was Nick the one? Could she trust him? And would he believe her anyway? There was something about Nick, something that made her feel cautious. Still, she had to tell somebody and Nick seemed friendly enough.
“Nick,” Zoe said, “I’d like you to meet my dad -the duck.”
Nick could not believe his ears, his eyes grew wide and a kind of shocked expression crossed his face. Zoe, however, continued with her tale about how they had come to the house and the voices she had heard and how her father had insulted the ghost of the old woman, who was also a witch and who then turned him into a duck. Finally she told Nick about how Marcia had ordered her to find the money that had been stolen from the backyard or her father would stay a duck forever.
“I know it’s hard to believe,” Zoe concluded.
“You’re crazy,” he said. He then quickly turned and walked towards the back fence. Zoe dropped her father to the ground and ran after him.
“I’m telling you the truth,” she cried. But Nick didn’t stop until he got to the fence, where he paused before pushing aside the loose fence paling. On the other side of the fence he suddenly heard the very loud and unpleasant voice of a man.
“Who’s that?” Zoe asked, joining Nick. Nick glared angrily at the man over the fence. The man wore white trousers and a navy, blue sports coat with gold buttons. He also had a moustache and a sharp, pointed beard.
“He’s the real estate agent. He’s trying to sell our house. We don’t own our house, you see.” Nick sounded angry and upset. He loved their old house as did his parents, who wanted to buy it when they had the money. Nick and Zoe now listened to the real estate agent who was telling a young couple what a bargain the property was and how it would have great views - once they knocked down half the house and cut down all the trees. Zoe felt an instant dislike for the man.
“I’m going to the park,” Nick said. “I’ll wait there until he goes.”
“Nick, don’t go,” Zoe pleaded. “I’m not really mad.”
“Yes, you are,” Nick said. “Anybody who thinks their father’s a duck has got to be.”
It was then that Zoe said something that was totally unexpected. How and why she knew it she had no idea. But the words tumbled out, without her even thinking them.
“You know who stole Marcia’s money,” she said.
Nick’s face went white. “What are you talking about?” he snapped at her.
Zoe, however, didn’t know how to answer him. She just shrugged at Nick, who walked angrily away. She now was very sorry she had said such a thing. She should have thought before she spoke. Was this the gift Marcia said she had - the gift of seeing things? Some gift! The gift of upsetting people. The gift of making them angry. Well, at least now she knew where she stood with Nick. He would never be her friend. He thought she was crazy and perhaps he was right. Who’d ever heard of a girl with a duck for a dad?
CHAPTER 6
With her father gently tucked under her arm, Zoe patted his feathery head as she stood by the window of her bedroom. It was a strange thing to carry around your own father. And her father hadn’t quite got use to the idea that his daughter was now in charge; but accept it he must. He knew, as Zoe did, that his future lay in his daughter’s hands.
Zoe walked about the room. Why had she chosen this room? There was something about it - a feeling that she liked. She wondered if it had been Marcia’s bedroom.
“Of course it is... I mean, it was,” Marcia said, as she suddenly appeared.
“I wish you’d knock before just barging in,” Zoe said crossly, startled by Marcia’s sudden appearance.
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