
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]




      
      
      [image: image]

      
      Brahminy

      
      The Cave & The Glory of Galumph

      
      Danny’s Egg

      
      The Hammerhead Light

      
      River Murray Mary

      
      Speedy

   




[image: image]

LOTHIAN






[image: image]

Lothian Children’s Books

This edition published in Australia and New Zealand in 2002
by Hachette Australia Pty Limited

Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000

www.hachette.com.au

First published by Rigby Limited 1979

Copyright © Colin Thiele 1979, 2002

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be stored or reproduced by any process without prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record of this book is available from the National Library of Australia.

978 0 7344 0414 5

978 0 7344 1420 5 (ebook edition)

Cover and interior illustrations by Robert Ingpen

Cover design by Sandra Nobes





      
      Contents

      Colin Thiele Classics

      Title Page

      Copyright

      
      One

      
      Two

      
      Three

      
      Four

      
      Five

      
      Six

      
      Seven

      
      Eight

      
      Nine

      
   



      
      
      One

      [image: image]

      
      Mary stopped short when she reached the river. She gave a little gasp and stepped back one step. Then she stood watching.
      

      
      A snake was drinking at the riverbank. He lay like a long rope with his head and neck out over the water and the rest of his
         curving body in the grass on the bank. His scales shone bronze and black in the morning sun as if he had spent the night polishing
         himself. He knew that she was there, watching silently. He lifted his shoulders and turned his head slowly to look at her.
         For an instant a little flicker of blue lightning danced along his lips, quicker than the blink of an eye. Then he went back
         to his drinking.
      

      
      The water of the river shone through the trees, glinting in little patches like glass all the way across to the red cliffs
         on the other side. The track down from the house was not very steep. It sloped slowly at first, twisting around fallen logs
         and big redgum trees before it flattened out for a while where it had been built up between the lagoons and billabongs that
         lay on either side, and finally dipped down to the edge of the water.
      

      
      ‘Mary,’ her father had said to her, ‘run down to the dinghy like a good lass and bring back my tobacco tin. It’s in a box under the seat.’ He was always leaving his tobacco tin somewhere.
      

      
      He usually pulled the dinghy clear of the water and left it sitting on its keel near a big tree not far from the bank. He
         had been meaning to build a nice landing there so that Mary’s mother could launch the boat without getting her feet wet, but
         so far he had only managed to put down a ramp of stone and a couple of big logs that people could jump from. They could tumble
         into the dinghy that way if they didn’t slip and tumble into the water instead.
      

      
      On the other side of the track to the landing the reeds grew up tall and straight. Her father had cut them away to make a
         space for the ramp but beyond that they spread far off down the riverside in a thick green jungle. She had gone into it once
         and had felt terrified, suffocated.
      

      
      
      So now she had come running down past the old rotting snag, past the last bend in the track, and had come out suddenly at
         the river. And there, like the owner of the land and everything in it, was the snake.
      

      
      Mary took another step backwards and waited. The river was so calm that the trees along the edges seemed to be standing on
         a mirror. The sun was warm and soft, and the air was silent. It was so sheltered below the riverbank between the tall reeds
         and the trees that she could have been the only living creature in the world. She and the snake.
      

      
      She could smell the tang of the river — a lovely smell of mud and reeds and water and old leaves that she had known for the
         whole of her life. But today all these things were far off at the back of her mind because of the snake. She watched him as
         he lay there drinking. Tiny ripples so small that they seemed like someone breathing, like vibrations in the air, ran out from beneath his chin. She thought she could see the muscles
         in his throat moving gently. The rest of him was motionless, even his tail.
      

      
      She looked him up and down, from end to end. Apart from his head and the few centimetres of him that stretched out over the
         water the rest of his body was so limp, so relaxed and unwound, that he could have been dead. His tail had a strange kink
         in it, right near the end, as if it had been hurt in some way — by a stick or a dog bite or a falling branch — and had become
         deformed as it had grown and healed.
      

      
      Suddenly he finished drinking. He looked around at her again, licked his lips twice with blue lightning, and started to move.
         Instantly he was all alive, all muscles, all strength as tense as coiled springs. Mary took three hasty steps backwards and
         glanced quickly over her shoulder to make sure that the track behind her was clear. But she stayed, watching. She was fascinated,
         mesmerised.
      

      
      He brought his head round on to the bank and his body followed, flowing like black glass, like cold molten glass, easily and
         silently. Such a fluid flowing of flesh and muscles she had never seen before. She glimpsed his rippling underbelly as he
         moved, streaked with red and bands of smoke, but it was impossible to see how he was pushing himself forward. His body poured
         itself through the grass in a black shining stream, winding and curving by a kind of magic.
      

      
      Mary shuddered. She shook with a strange horror, a revulsion, but she could not take her eyes from him. For he was beautiful
         too, and miraculous like something from the Garden of Eden — primitive and ancient and terrifying and wonderful. He moved towards the reeds slowly and proudly as if he really owned the whole earth and expected
         all other creatures to stand and wait for him. Then, just as he left the edge of the track he paused again, turned his head,
         and flickered his tongue at her.
      

      
      She retreated another step, trod on a stick, and almost stumbled; for a second or two there was a scraping of feet and a scuffle
         of leaves as she gained her footing again. He thought it meant danger. His head rose, his body whipped round, and he shot
         away into the reeds like a bolt of black lightning. For an instant she thought she could hear the hiss of his body slipping
         through the flags and stems in the green maze, but then everything was still. The sun lay warm and bright on the riverbank,
         the water was rocked by a soundless swell.
      

      
      Mary turned and raced up the path back to the house. It was a long way — some hundreds of metres over the river flats and a climb up the slope of the valley
         to the front garden. Her first thought was to burst in on her father shouting ‘tiger snake, tiger snake, there’s a big tiger
         snake down at the landing,’ but as she ran she began to change her mind. Her father hated all snakes with a fierce hatred,
         as if he believed they were responsible for all the evil in the world. He would certainly seize a stick and rush down to the
         river thrashing the reeds like a demon to frighten it out. And if he ever found it he would break its back and pound it to
         pieces.
      

      
      Mary slowed to a trot as she crossed the narrow neck of land between the billabongs, then walked up the last slope to the
         house. Her father was mending a dipping bucket in the shed as she came up.
      

      
      He raised his head as she stood in the doorway. ‘You were a long time,’ he said; ‘did you find my tobacco?’
      

      
      ‘Oh gosh,’ she answered quickly.

      
      ‘Oh gosh, what?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I forgot all about it.’
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