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			One: 
 
The Island of Animaux

			Scene One – The Hospital Patient

			The doctors and nurses were very concerned about the patient lying in the third bed on the left in Ward 2, St Mary’s Community Hospital, the Isles of Scilly, off the south-west coast of England.

			The patient, a woman in her late twenties, had been found dressed in running gear and lying unconscious on the sandy beach at nearby Pelistry Bay on 12 August in the early evening. The ambulance crew had found a mobile phone and small purse next to her that they assumed she had been carrying. The purse contained a driving licence and credit cards in the name of Christina Ansell. The picture on the licence matched the unconscious patient.

			Christina had been in hospital for four days and had shown no real signs of waking permanently, although she had developed a worrying and unexplained habit of sitting bolt upright, zombie-like, in her bed at exactly 2am each morning, and with wide-open, glazed eyes crying out the following verse:

			 

			Eeny, meeny, miny, moe,

			You’ve grabbed the turkey by its toe,

			Don’t be nasty, let it go,

			Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.

			 

			Following this, Christina always made a strange gobbling noise, flapped her arms up and down like a giant bird trying to take off, then slumped back on the bed, once again lapsing into unconsciousness.

			At 10am on the morning of day five Christina’s eyelids flickered open. Slowly she ran her tongue over her dry lips, swept her hand through her unkempt, sweat-soaked long brown hair and let out a low groan. She wasn’t happy, but at least Christina was back in the land of the living.

			Over the next few days Christina made a good recovery. Although she could not recall what had happened to her on the beach, Christina did remember that she had come to the Isles of Scilly alone and had been staying at a small hotel near Pelistry Bay, on the island of St Mary’s. She had needed to get away, to clear her head and start to come to terms with the recent terrible loss of her beloved partner Marcus. She had left their eight-year-old daughter Daisy with Marcus’s parents and would collect her when she returned home.

			Christina’s stay had been uneventful – until the incident on the beach. She had spent most of her time reading, going for long walks and runs, and phoning and messaging Daisy. Christina found this was the best way to allow her to plan for her – and Daisy’s – future.

			The doctors were happy with her progress, and pleased that her 2am awakenings had ended. As a result, Christina was due to be discharged on day nine. That morning, as she was sitting in bed wearing a green hospital gown and finishing her breakfast, she suddenly started to feel dizzy. She began to panic that she was about to fall unconscious again. Instead, it was as if a door had opened in her memory: Christina could remember what she had been doing on the afternoon of 12 August. And, more importantly, what she had seen.

			The dizziness faded. Christina was desperate to tell someone – anyone – what she had remembered. In the bed opposite her was the newly admitted Doris Wyon, a pink-haired eighty-year-old victim of two plum-sized bunions, one on each of her big toes, that were due to be operated on later that day. Doris was minding her own business, reading a cheap, racy novel and enjoying every word. Christina decided to tell all to the old lady.

			Doris looked up from her book when she saw Christina approach her bed.

			“Hello, dear, how are you feeling? I heard you had a nasty bump on your head a few days ago but that you’re being allowed to leave today.”

			“I’m feeling fine, thank you,” replied Christina. “And I’m looking forward to going back to my hotel and then home on Thursday.” She looked at Doris and took her chance. “My memory has been a little foggy since my accident. But just a moment ago everything became clear and I was able to remember. I need to tell someone what happened to me on the beach. Do you mind if I tell you?”

			Doris could see that Christina was very keen to share her story. She smiled and held out a hand. “Come and sit beside me, dear, and tell me all about it.”

			Christina felt so relieved, she could have hugged the old lady. She quickly sat on the edge of Doris’s bed. “The twelfth of August was a lovely day, very sunny but with a cool breeze. I went shopping at a local market in the afternoon, to buy some presents for my daughter Daisy. Then I went back to my room at the hotel. By late afternoon I was starting to feel a little hungry, so I decided to go for a run along the beach to sharpen my appetite before eating in the hotel restaurant. Anyway, I had been running for about twenty minutes and I was quite close to the water’s edge. And that’s when I saw it.”

			“Saw what, dear?” asked Doris, pretending to be interested in Christina’s tale, but wishing she could return to her book.

			“The bottle! I saw it wash up on the shore and thought it was just rubbish. I went over and picked it up, meaning to put it in a recycling bin. But immediately I noticed that it was no ordinary bottle.”

			“In what way?” asked Doris, slowly starting to become more interested in Christina’s story.

			Christina gathered her thoughts and continued. “The bottle was about thirty centimetres long, had a cork stuck firmly in the neck, and looked quite old. A tattered label, peeling off at one corner, with ‘Galliform Bumblefoot Medicine’ typed on it, was stuck onto one of the bottle’s four flat sides. I held it up to the light and peered through the thick greenish-brown coloured glass. It didn’t have any liquid in it but I could see a rolled-up sheet of paper and what looked like a bird feather. I remember laughing, joking to myself that maybe I had found a message in a bottle.”

			“And was it a message? Did you read it?” interrupted Doris, slightly impatiently.

			“Well, the cork was jammed in pretty tightly, but after some tugging it came out. I tipped the bottle upside down and shook it. The edge of the folded sheet of paper came out just enough for me to be able to grip it with my fingernails. I pulled it gently and it slid out.”

			Again, Christina paused. Doris quietly clacked her upper and lower sets of dentures together, waiting for the next instalment.

			Christina carried on. “I looked around to see if anyone else was on the beach, but there was no one. I walked up the beach to where the sand was drier and sat down. I put the bottle beside me and carefully unrolled the paper. It was an A4 sheet of cream-coloured paper and on it someone had drawn a map. It was of an island, pear-shaped and longer than it was wide. Whoever had drawn it had used what appeared to be a quill pen, perhaps using the feather in the bottle, because of the scratchy, uneven pen strokes. Some of the ink had been smudged. Although it was dry, perhaps the paper had somehow come into contact with the sea water that it had been bobbing around in. Or perhaps the person who drew the map had been crying.”

			Christina didn’t know why she had made the comment about someone crying. She thought it was an odd thing to say. A lump rose in her throat. She swallowed hard and focused on the details of the drawing.

			“The names of a number of places had been written in spidery, sloping, child-like letters at various points on the map. Many of the names were so badly written that they were almost unreadable, but a few that I could make out included Wincot on the coast at the northern tip of the island, Brusdor on the southern end and Cedilla-on-Sea on the east coast. Plus Arenas Junction in the centre of the island. For some reason Wincot was circled, as if it was important.

			“Some features that appeared to be mountains, rivers and deserts had also been drawn on the map, with names beside them. But I couldn’t make out most of the names. The few that I could read included Mount Verticus, standing next to Wincot, with a small ‘X’ marked on the Wincot-facing side. Also the Great Plunder Plain next to Arenas Junction, the Southern Pewter Glacier below them, the Pluie Rain Forest to the right and the Deadly Bottomless Swamp to the left, running into the sea. There was a tar pit, a gold mine and a silver mine. There was also another, much smaller island to the bottom left of the bigger one.

			“The person who had drawn the map had written a title on it, at the top. The final word in the title was smeared and I could only guess what it was. It looked like either ‘The Island of Atlantis’ or ‘The Island of Animaux’.”

			“My dear, you have a fantastic memory,” said Doris. “I could never have remembered all those details. I can’t even remember what I had for breakfast! But what happened to the map?”

			“I don’t know,” replied Christina. “I’ve only just remembered about it. Perhaps it’s still on the beach, although I would think that it would have blown away by now.”

			“But I still don’t understand how you fell unconscious. Surely the map didn’t cause that?”

			“Oh no, it wasn’t the map,” said Christina casually. “It was because of the turkey, and the lizard on its shoulder. And the island in the mist.”

			“I beg your pardon? What did you say?” spluttered Doris, her false teeth nearly popping out. She began to suspect that her bump on the head must have affected Christina more than she knew.

			“I must have looked at the map for about twenty minutes. Then for some reason I took my eyes off it and looked out to sea. A large patch of mist, perhaps a sea fog, had suddenly appeared offshore. It was swirling around. Occasionally I caught glimpses of what appeared to be an island in the middle of the mist. It had a tall volcano-like mountain at the end of the island closest to me. Of course, I thought I must have been seeing things, as I had been on the beach many times during my holiday and the island definitely hadn’t been there before.”

			“And what about the turkey and the monkey?” asked Doris. “Were they on the island?”

			“It was a turkey and a lizard, not a monkey. And no, they weren’t on the island. They were on the beach with me, but further down. I’ve no idea where they came from. I only noticed them because the turkey was gobbling so loudly – it was almost screaming. Although it sounds crazy, I’m certain that the turkey had also seen the island in the mist. The lizard was sitting on the turkey’s right shoulder and every so often appeared to be whispering something into its ear. Then the turkey started to head towards a nearby wooden groyne.”

			“I have to say, this is too much to believe,” said Doris, feeling it was time to put Christina straight. “You seem to be giving these creatures human characteristics, and that’s not right. Only people can talk sensibly to each other. Animals cannot. Do you understand?”

			Christina didn’t reply. Doris pumped her for more information. “Is there anything else you remember?”

			“Oh yes,” said Christina. “The turkey was wearing a black cape and a top hat, and I think the lizard was wearing a small wizard’s hat. Although it was hard to be sure about the wizard’s hat because they were a long way away.”

			Gently, Doris shook her head. Christina was clearly quite mad. Islands in the mist, turkeys wearing capes, magical lizards? She felt she had to bring the conversation to an end, quickly.

			“I suppose seeing the island, the turkey and the lizard put you in a state of shock and you fainted? In my day we used to call it swooning.”

			“I didn’t swoon!” replied Christina indignantly, beginning to regret telling Doris her story. “A man in blue overalls and wellington boots ran onto the beach and grabbed hold of the turkey. He started to drag it away very roughly, and I got up to go and tell him not to be so horrible. I guess I must have dropped the map at this point. As I started to run towards the man I looked out to sea and noticed that the island and the mist were disappearing. This was a mistake, because I must have tripped and banged my head on something hard, perhaps the groyne. And the next thing I remember is waking up here.”

			“So you don’t know what happened to the turkey, or where the man took it? Or the lizard?”

			“I have no idea,” said Christina. “No idea.”

			Later that day, Christina left the hospital. She said goodbye to Doris and the doctors and the nurses. Then she got on with the rest of her life, although she never forgot that afternoon on the beach.

			She could never have imagined that the island she saw on the map that summer’s day really existed and was the setting for many strange, absurd – even impossible – stories.

			The rest of this tale is about an extraordinary thing that happened on the island precisely one year, six months and two weeks earlier…

			Scene Two – The Island in the Mist

			Tick-tock, tick-tock goes the grandfather clock.

			The grandfather clock stands in the front room of the little house, which is shrouded by clouds at the highest end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. Fluffy Cloud Lane runs from the bottom to nearly the cloudy top of Mount Verticus, the highest mountain on the Island of Animaux.

			The Island of Animaux doesn’t appear in any atlases, although one day it would appear on a drawing that was pushed inside an old medicine bottle.

			The pear-shaped island is approximately 360 kilometres in length from the town of Wincot (standing at the foot of Mount Verticus) in the north to Brusdor in the south, and approximately 240 kilometres in width from the Deadly Bottomless Swamp in the west to the town of Shellville in the east. Its little sister is the newly surfaced small, barren and volcanically active isle of Petits Animaux about two kilometres off the south-west coast near Brusdor. A stream of dark yellow, sulphurous smoke perpetually belches from the top of its central cone.

			The Island of Animaux is always shrouded by a thick sea fog and is therefore impossible to see from a boat or a plane, meaning it is undiscovered by humans. Although a woman in the Isles of Scilly would see it one day. The island is currently in the Pacific Ocean at latitude 0° north and longitude 91° west, quite close to the Galapagos Islands; yesterday it was in the Indian Ocean at latitude 5° north and longitude 81° east, quite close to Sri Lanka. And tomorrow it will have been randomly moved by a mysterious force to a new location on Earth. The human-free island is full of animals, none of whom – it is believed – have ever left Animaux or know that an outside world exists.

			Tick-tock, tick-tock.

			‘Zzzzzz,’ snored the turkey. The slumbering turkey sitting in the tatty old armchair in the front room of the little house at the end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. Zzzzzz.

			Aubrey the Turkey, a proud member of the grand order of ‘Meleagris Gallopavo’ and an always sleepy, farty old fowl, felt he deserved his snooze. His morning had been completely exhausting. A large breakfast followed by doing very little soon wears a turkey out. So he was having a short nap before lunch, to be followed by a very tiring afternoon, again consisting of not doing very much.

			Never the prettiest picture when he was awake, a sleeping Aubrey was an even worse sight. He lay there, twitching occasionally and with his beak wide open, drooling. Aubrey’s big belly rose and fell as he breathed, with each inhalation straining the gold buttons of his tatty green cardigan. His bronze-coloured feathers, at least the ones you could see, were in need of a good wash, being very dusty and covered with bits of food from many previous meals. His ‘rhubarb and custard’ striped bobble hat, which he always wore, even in summer, ‘to keep out the cold’, drooped to one side. His slippers, with a bunny rabbit picture on the front of each, hung loosely from his feet. As he snoozed Aubrey’s left eye was firmly shut, while his right eye was half open, although it saw nothing except the pictures in his dream.
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			So what was he dreaming about?

			Not about the outside of his little two-storey house, with its whitewashed stone walls, thatched roof and dangerously crooked chimney.

			And he wasn’t dreaming about what was downstairs in his house. The front room with an armchair and a small table next to it with a telephone on it. On the other side of the room stood a bookcase with only four books on it, a grandfather clock and a fireplace, a threadbare rug in front of it. Near the armchair, an old black-and-white television stood by the wall, and next to it on a table was an ancient desktop computer that Aubrey had somehow, by complete accident, managed to connect to the internet (which he called the Turkeynet), meaning that he was the only creature on Animaux with access to the outside world. Not that he was aware of this, or understood most of what he googled. Or, as he liked to say, gobbled.

			Using his web access, Aubrey blogged weekly – about what he had eaten, how many times he had been to the toilet, and what clothes he was wearing. He was blogging to himself, using the web as a kind of online diary, although his posts had accidentally been discovered by a nine-year-old girl in Reykjavik, a ten-year-old boy in Mumbai and a school teacher in Auckland. Quite what they made of his ramblings isn’t known.

			Also at the front of the house was a kitchen with a cooker, a fridge and a sink with two taps, the hot one not working. It also had some cupboards and a table with four chairs – but only one turkey bottom to sit on them.

			The cupboard under the stairs leading from the front room to the first floor was mainly full of junk and dust, and had a strange and rather unpleasant stale smell.

			He wasn’t dreaming about what was upstairs.

			His bedroom was at the front of the house. It had an unmade bed and pictures of his mother, father and sister on the bedside table, a wardrobe by the left-hand wall, a chest of drawers in between the front-facing windows and another armchair to sit on.

			Nor was he dreaming about the cold spare bedroom with its single bed and wardrobe. Or about the rarely cleaned bathroom; the inside of the bath, the sink and the toilet were covered with tidemarks and toothpaste marks and skid marks.

			And he certainly wasn’t dreaming about his garden. It was enclosed by a green wooden fence, and a stone path led from the front door of the house to the garden gate and beyond to the end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. He had a patchy lawn, a yew tree at the front of the house and an old oak tree at the side, always full of acorns, a well for fresh water, plenty of weeds and overgrown bits, including a particularly wild area behind the well, and a small mountain stream running through the far end of the garden. Aubrey’s most treasured areas, to the left of the oak tree, were his rhubarb plants, moss garden, gooseberry bushes and stinging nettles, all of which provided him with the ingredients for his favourite foods and drinks.

			No, what he was dreaming about, in full glorious Technicolor and all of it a complete fantasy, was himself. Aubrey, the Oscar-winning film-star. The pop star with his latest #1 smash hit. The great athlete and the winner of ten gold medals at the Animaux Olympics. The skilled and very handsome doctor saving the lives of chicks and fauns and cubs. The supreme politician guiding Animaux to great times. The brilliant author writing his latest best-selling novel.

			A half smile appeared on the old turkey’s face and his eyelids fluttered as his nice dreams continued. Moments that took him away from his real, rather ordinary and somewhat boring life.

			Suddenly and without warning, his slumber came to an abrupt end. A knock on the front door caused him to wake with a start.

			“Who’s there?” he gobbled, still half asleep as one of his slippers fell off.

			“It’s your oldest and second-best friend, Georgina the Goat,” came the reply.

			Aubrey got up from his armchair, stretched, put his foot back into the escaped slipper and walked over to the door. He put his ear to it and listened, for no real reason, for a few seconds. Then he opened it.

			And, as sure as the source of the River Thames is a dripping tap in the bathroom of a house somewhere in the county of Gloucestershire, England, there stood Georgina the Goat with her mournful eyes, curly horns and shaggy black-and-white hair, as usual a swarm of flies buzzing around her head. They soon disappeared when they saw Aubrey.

			“Come in if you must, Georgina,” he said very ungraciously. “But I don’t want you to stay too long as I haven’t had my lunch yet and I don’t have enough for your hairy old face as well.”
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			“You’re as rude as ever, Aubrey,” sighed Georgina as she clip-clopped into the front room. “However, for your information I didn’t come here to share your lunch.”

			“What have you come for, then? To watch me eat it?”

			“No, of course not! You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?”

			“Forgotten? Certainly not!” said Aubrey, secretly not having a clue what Georgina was talking about. “But I bet you have.”

			Georgina sighed once again. Aubrey was up to his old trick of getting her to tell him what he should already know. But the goat decided to play along, to make life simple. “No, I haven’t forgotten either. We’re supposed to be going to the fair this afternoon and you told me to call at lunchtime so we could go together.”

			“That is the correct answer!” replied Aubrey theatrically, now remembering his agreement to meet Georgina. He also recalled the poster he had seen two days before on the wall next to Douglas Duck’s curtain shop:

			 

			Beatrice the Buzzard’s fabulous, fantastic funfair

			Coming to Wincot on Friday, for one day only!

			Lots of great rides and wicked food and drinks

			Starts at 1pm

			Be there or be a loser, a loser, a double loser…

			 

			“Right, let’s get going,” said Aubrey, deciding that he preferred to lunch on hot dogs at the fair rather than the boring bowl of damp, slug-infested moss that he had put in the fridge earlier.

			“How much money do you have?” asked Georgina.

			“And why do you want to know?” replied Aubrey suspiciously. “Is it because you want some of it for yourself?”

			“Why do you always think the worst of everyone?” said Georgina, beginning to lose her patience. “I’m only asking because whenever we go out you always seem to ‘accidentally’ forget to bring any money with you and I always end up paying for everything. And you never pay me back!”

			“It should be a pleasure for you to pay for me, Georgina,” replied Aubrey, walking over to the table beside the armchair on which he had left his purse. “If you’re not careful, I will make Douglas Duck my second-best friend and I will relegate you to number three. Of course, my first best friend continues to be me!”

			Aubrey looked in his purse, shaking it gently to get a better view of the coins inside. “I have one gold eagle and fifteen silver dollars, if you must know.”

			Georgina did some quick sums in her head. “Ten silver dollars are the same as one gold eagle. So you’ve got the equivalent of two and a half gold eagles. That’s plenty.”

			“Plenty for me, Georgina, plenty for me. But none for you!”

			Georgina scowled at Aubrey. He was the most vain, selfish, jealous, scheming, sneaky, smelly, dusty bird ever to peck its way out of an egg. He’d been the same ever since they were at school together. But deep down, very deep down, Aubrey was also good-hearted, sometimes, and this is what made Georgina put up with all his bad ways.

			“What are you waiting for, Georgina? Come on, let’s go to the fair, there’s no time to lose.” With that, Aubrey kicked off his slippers, straightened his bobble hat and walked out of the front door, with Georgina following close behind.

			“All aboard,” he said as he got on his skateboard with the zigzag pattern and the squeaky front wheels that was lying on the garden path.

			Georgina hated this bit, because Aubrey was such a dangerous driver. Warily she climbed on the back of the skateboard and wrapped her front legs around Aubrey’s waist.

			“Wincot or death!” he shouted and pushed off. The two friends wobbled out onto Fluffy Cloud Lane and then shot downhill towards town, much too fast for Georgina. She could only close her eyes and pray they wouldn’t have an accident.

			Scene Three – All the Fun of the Fair

			The fair was in a large field just outside town. It had already started when Aubrey and Georgina arrived, and was full of excitedly chattering creatures that had travelled there from all over the island.

			Aubrey and Georgina stopped and marvelled at the fantastic rides with their wonderful coloured lights and clanking and whirring noises. And they breathed in the smells of popcorn and candy floss and all sorts of other delicious and unhealthy junk food.

			“This is great,” said Aubrey. “We’re going to have some fun here!”

			Georgina smiled and nodded in agreement.

			Bored with looking, the two rushed into the fair. Their first stop was the hot dog stall, where a very greedy Aubrey bought and ate four, burping loudly many times.

			“I know what ride we should go on first,” he said to Georgina, biting into his fifth hot dog and accidentally squirting warm grease and tomato sauce all over her nose. “Let’s go on the Wheel of Doom.”
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			Aubrey pointed towards a huge wheel at the far edge of the fairground. It was spinning very quickly on its side, with a centre arm that lifted it up horizontally during the ride.

			“I don’t think so,” said Georgina, snorting and shaking off the grease and sauce. “It looks rather terrifying.”

			“Oh, come on. Last one on is a smelly bottom!”

			“No, I don’t think so,” replied Georgina firmly. “I want to go and hook one of the rubber ducks floating in the paddling pool over there. You can win a prize if you get one with a number 8 on its belly.” Her mind made up, Georgina clip-clopped off towards the rubber duck game.

			“Chicken-faced coward – who needs her anyway?” Aubrey muttered sourly to himself. “Well, I’m going on it!” He fluttered off towards the Wheel of Doom just as it was lowering to the ground and coming to a stop. When it was stationary, the doors automatically opened on each of the twenty or so carriages attached to the wheel.

			Only a few creatures had been riding on it. As they got off Aubrey noticed that they were all puffing out their cheeks and looking sick, presumably from all the spinning. One of the creatures, Brian the Bush Baby, peered at Aubrey with his enormous eyes then pointed to the carriage he had just climbed out of.

			“Wouldn’t go in that one, mate. I just threw up.”

			Aubrey nodded in acknowledgement and then, eager to have his turn on the wheel, very rudely pushed to the front of the queue. Actually, there was only one other creature in the queue, Dorothy Dachshund, but she wasn’t very interested in the ride and ran off chasing a pink balloon that blew past, catching and popping it by the bouncy castle.

			Unable to wait any longer, Aubrey rushed over to the carriages. He paused to look into the one that Brian had been in. Sure enough, the seat and floor were splattered with the remains of a ‘lost lunch’. But what caught Aubrey’s eye was the enormous fur ball lying in the centre of the floor, which Brian had also regurgitated. Aubrey made a mental note to collect the fur ball later as he might be able to knit himself a scarf from it.

			Aubrey finally settled in a blue-and-white carriage two down from Brian’s.

			Wesley the Weasel was operating the ride. He was dressed in a long dark grey coat and trilby hat that almost covered his eyes; all you could see of his face were his long nose and springy whiskers. Wesley shuffled over to Aubrey’s carriage and collected the turkey’s two silver dollars, quickly pocketing them – and not intending to share the details with the Animaux government tax department. He then pushed down a safety bar across Aubrey’s lap and shut the door of the carriage. There was no one else in the queue so Aubrey was quite alone on the ride.

			“Fantastic,” he gobbled. “I’ve got it all to myself.”

			After closing all the other doors on the empty carriages Wesley pushed the ‘start’ button on the control panel of the Wheel of Doom and slowly, slowly, the wheel began to spin.

			“Come on, faster, faster!” shouted Aubrey, feeling very brave.

			The wheel began to go a little faster.

			“Is this as fast as it can go?” yelled Aubrey. “What a waste of money. What a waste of money!”

			Wesley heard this and was most insulted. “Do you want the wheel to thpin more quickly?” he shouted with his usual heavy lisp as Aubrey’s carriage rotated by.

			“Yes, of course!”

			“How much more quickly?”

			“As fast as it will go, and then faster again!” bellowed Aubrey, getting quite carried away with his own bravado.

			“Are you thertain?” shouted Wesley, beginning to smile in a sneaky kind of way.

			“Yes, you silly weasel. Get on with it!” Aubrey screamed as his carriage swung past.

			“Thilly weathel, am I?” muttered Wesley angrily to himself. “All right then, turkey, let’th thee how you like thpinning at the mega-fatht thetting!”

			With that, Wesley turned the big dial that controlled the speed of the wheel all the way round to the fastest setting. At the same time he pushed to its furthest point the lever that controlled how high the wheel went up. Finally, and most importantly, he pressed the big red button labelled ‘Mega-fast State – Use At Your Peril’.

			And then he stood back and watched.

			For a while nothing seemed to happen. The wheel continued to turn slowly and Aubrey carried on complaining that it wasn’t going fast enough, rudely asking Wesley whether he knew how to operate it properly.

			Wesley was just about to look at the controls again, to check he had changed them correctly, when the wheel made a terrible groaning noise and seemed to shudder, then it began to spin at the most amazing and terrifying speed. And as it spun around faster and faster, the centre arm raised it into the air, up to its highest point.

			Creatures from all over the fair, including Georgina, who had not found the lucky number 8 duck despite having fifteen turns at the game and having hooked all of the ten ducks in the paddling pool at least once, gathered to watch. Never before had they seen such an extraordinary sight. The wheel seemed to be going faster with each passing second. And if you listened carefully, you could just make out a faint cry of “That’s fast enough! Slow down now, please slow down now!” coming from whoever was on the ride.

			Wesley heard the cry too. Having taken a few steps back to marvel at the wheel, he rushed forward to the controls. But in his panic he tripped over his long tail just as he got there, and stumbled. To save himself, he grabbed at the first thing he saw. Unfortunately it was the brake handle of the Wheel of Doom. It snapped off in his paw, meaning there was now no way of stopping the ride.

			“Whoopth,” said Wesley and slunk off into the crowd, discreetly dropping the broken brake handle.

			The wheel continued to rotate ever more quickly. The lights on it became a blur and all the creatures watching began to feel quite giddy.

			Just when it seemed that the wheel couldn’t possibly go any faster, it made a terrible crunching, grinding noise and a shower of blue and red sparks flew out from underneath it. This was quickly followed by a deafening snapping sound as the wheel broke free from the stand to which it was fixed.
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			Immediately the wheel shot high into the air, still spinning furiously and with its lights flashing on and off in a strange random pattern. It spun away like a giant Frisbee, heading straight for Mount Verticus. With Aubrey still on board!

			The creatures watching from the fairground gasped – not because of the danger to Aubrey but because they were all standing open-mouthed, in awe of the multicoloured lights still flashing on the wheel. So pretty. So very pretty…
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			Trapped in his carriage, Aubrey felt very afraid. He wished the ride would come to an end. And he desperately hoped that he would be safe when it did. He really wished that he had been nicer to Georgina earlier. Aubrey made a vow to himself that when – if – he saw Georgina again, he would promote her to his best friend. He really would.

			Just when it looked as if the wheel would smash into the very top of Mount Verticus, it suddenly lost speed and started to fall towards the ground. The creatures in the fairground watched in horror as the wheel, with an awful crumping noise like the sound of distant thunder, crash-landed in Aubrey’s garden, making a small crater on impact. The lights on the wheel went out.

			Smoke rose from the crash site. The wheel had demolished part of the garden fence and the impact had left it horribly twisted. Several of the carriage doors had fallen off.

			There was no sign of Aubrey. No sign at all. Were they drops of blood on the ground, or were they pieces of broken red glass from one of the wheel’s lights? Was that a set of turkey footprints leading away from the wheel, up the side of the crater and over the rim? Or was it just scrape marks caused by the crash, with no turkey involvement?

			There was silence in the garden. Silence in Aubrey’s house.

			Except for one sound.

			The tick-tock, tick-tock of the grandfather clock.

			Two: 
 
The Mount Verticus Menagerie

			Island of Animaux location:

			»latitude 6° north

			»longitude 115° east

			Scene One – A Weasel Comes Calling

			“Pants, pants!” came a frustrated squawking from Aubrey the Turkey’s front room.

			If there was a gold medal that could be awarded to the creature that felt most sorry for itself, then Aubrey would win it every time. He was the high priest of self-pity. And today Aubrey was feeling extra-sorry for himself. He was lying on his armchair wrapped in bandages like an Egyptian mummy, with only his head and legs visible, recovering from the injuries he had suffered two days before on the Wheel of Doom.

			In fact, he hadn’t been badly hurt in the crash – five or six bruised feathers and a slightly sprained toe. Of course, the Wheel of Doom had made a bit of a mess of his garden, but he would fix that later. Or perhaps he would just leave it. Yes – that seemed like the easier option. And he still had the regurgitated ball of fur from the carriage occupied by Brian the Bush Baby to unpick and knit into something comfortable.

			But the telephone call he had received from Douglas Duck yesterday morning had changed Aubrey’s mood. Apparently Wesley the Weasel was not happy that his ride had been broken and had been stomping around town looking for revenge. The word was, he held Aubrey to blame and would be visiting him later today to discuss ‘compensation’. Aubrey knew exactly what the compensation would involve – more money than he would ever be able to earn. And if he couldn’t pay, he knew that Wesley, who was notorious for his foul temper and violent outbursts, would extract another form of compensation, probably using his paws. And perhaps his sharp teeth.

			For a while Aubrey fluttered around in a panic. But then he hatched a plan. He phoned Doctor Dangle, Wincot’s overworked and underpaid GP, and asked him to make a house call. The doctor wasn’t happy about this as it was Sunday morning and he normally reserved this as ‘me’ time for himself, usually relaxing by scuttling up the wall and across the ceiling of his house, which was a half coconut shell. But he had a duty to attend to all patients and so reluctantly agreed to pay Aubrey a visit.

			Once Aubrey had got over the shuddering and skin-crawling sensation he always experienced in Doctor Dangle’s presence, he explained about his accident and told the doctor he had been terribly injured. The doctor examined him and fundamentally disagreed with Aubrey’s self-diagnosis. But the turkey was insistent so finally Doctor Dangle, calculating that he could still get in some scuttling time if he left straight away, agreed to Aubrey’s request for treatment. And so, leaving just Aubrey’s head unbound to make sure he didn’t suffocate, Doctor Dangle wrapped the turkey in bandages and left him lying in his armchair.
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			After the doctor had departed, Aubrey realised to his horror that, because the bandages had been wrapped so tightly around him, he could hardly move. This included not being able to go to the toilet. This wasn’t part of the plan, and he frantically tried to think of a Plan B.

			Then there was a loud banging on his front door.

			“Who’s there?” gasped Aubrey, fearing that his end was nigh and also desperately needing to go for a wee.

			“It’s Wethley the Weathel,” came the lisped reply. “Open the door, turkey, ath we have buthineth to dithcuth. The little matter of my wrecked fairground ride. More thpethifically, the fairground ride that you wrecked.”

			Aubrey tried his best to get up to open the front door, but it was no use. He was trapped in his bandage prison.

			“Come in, Wethley, I mean Wesley. The door is open,” he called out using his best feeble voice. “I’m a little incapacitated at the moment.”

			Wesley accepted the invitation and flung open the door. He stood there for a moment, his trilby at a rakish angle, his long coat flapping open, a particularly nasty snarl on his face. And then he walked into the front room. He was followed by his four brothers, Warren, Will, Wayne and Wade, all of whom wore the same long dark grey coats and trilby hats as Wesley. The brothers had come in force – they meant business.

			Wesley’s brothers lined up on either side of him. There was silence, except for the dull thudding sound of all the weasels tapping their back right feet in unison.
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			And then Wesley spoke. “I’ve come for my money, turkey. By my calculationth you owe me one thouthand gold eagleth for the Wheel of Doom, two hundred for loth of profitth and five hundred for the dithtreth you have cauthed me. And a further hundred for each of my brotherth for their debt-collecting work today. Tho in total that cometh to two thouthand, one hundred gold eagleth. I don’t offer credit termth so pay up now or elth.”

			Aubrey sat quietly for a moment, staring at Wesley. He reflected that 2,100 gold eagles was more money than most of the creatures on Animaux would earn during their entire lives, or even in their second ones if they were lucky enough to be reincarnated. He then did something the brothers did not expect. Aubrey did not dissolve into a gibbering, blubbering wreck following Wesley’s demand, miserably pleading for mercy at the weasel’s feet. Instead he spoke calmly, clearly and precisely.

			“Look hard at me, Wesley. Here I am, a shadow of my former self. I am destroyed and it’s all your fault. I went to the fair a happy and healthy turkey with good prospects. And now here I sit, broken beyond repair. Thanks to you and your defective ride I have sustained a sprained beak, singed eyelashes, a dented snood and a twisted wattle. And I won’t even mention what has happened to my caruncle! My nerves are shot to pieces and it will take many weeks for me to recover physically and still longer for my mind to heal. And your heavy, aerodynamically unsound wheel has devastated my beautiful garden.”

			Wesley hadn’t expected Aubrey to go into a carefully planned verbal attack and he was left in a state of shock, his mouth silently opening and closing as he struggled to think of something to say. Realising that he had the weasel on the back paw, Aubrey continued with his cunning plan. “I have this morning consulted Judge Slug,” he lied. “He advises me that I have excellent grounds to claim compensation from you for all the harm you have caused me. He estimates that I could get as much as 5,000 gold eagles if I sue you. Which I plan to do. I hope you have good insurance, Wesley, because you’re going to need it. See you in court!”

			Having delivered the words even better than he could have hoped, Aubrey couldn’t help letting out a tiny, contented cackle.

			Wesley continued to open and close his mouth. The ability to speak, even to think, had deserted him. He faced financial ruin and his day had taken a completely unexpected turn for the worse.

			Giddy with delight, Aubrey then played his master card. “Wesley, I have no wish to make you bankrupt. But you’ve come here today making threats for money and I must defend myself. However, I am prepared to be reasonable. If you take the wheel from my front garden and repair the damage it has done, then I will not sue you. But you must give me lifetime free goes on any rides you operate in the future, plus ten free hot dogs each time. And as much red lemonade as I can drink.” Aubrey left a dramatic pause to allow Wesley to absorb his offer. “Deal or no deal?” he enquired of the weasel.

			“Deal,” blurted Wesley, relieved that he had got off so lightly. With the desire to make a quick exit the only thought in his mind, Wesley tipped his hat at Aubrey then ushered his brothers out of the front room, closing the door behind him. The weasel clan pulled the damaged Wheel of Doom from the crater in Aubrey’s garden then carefully rolled it down Fluffy Cloud Lane towards Wincot, guiding the rapidly disintegrating ride on either side by splitting into two groups. They would return later in the afternoon to repair the damage to the garden.

			Meanwhile, back in the front room Aubrey was trying as hard as possible to free himself from his bandages. “Pants, pants,” squawked the old bird. His bladder was nearly bursting, and he could feel a small amount of warm moisture running down his leg.

			Scene Two – Goat on a Mission

			Georgina the Goat was a good-hearted creature. She had many friends and was kind to all of them. Georgina always had a smile on her hairy old face and more often than not could be found chewing something, preferably a piece of clothing she had found on someone else’s washing line.

			On this bright summer’s afternoon Georgina was clip-clopping up Fluffy Cloud Lane, perspiring enormously and with the usual swarm of flies buzzing around her head, to see her old friend. Of course, Aubrey still only regarded Georgina as his second-best friend, having gone back on his Wheel of Doom ‘moment of crisis’ promise to make her his best friend, but this still made the goat feel very proud and important.

			Georgina hadn’t seen Aubrey for a week, not since they had gone to the funfair together. After Aubrey had gone on the Wheel of Doom and been flung into the distance, Georgina had returned to the rubber duck game. This time she had been lucky and had won a rather bruised old potato. She had eaten it straight away, raw, and it had tasted delicious – apart from the lumps of mud that she should really have cleaned off first.

			Near the end of her journey, the goat decided to rest for a few minutes on a patch of grass by the side of the lane. Her purpose was twofold. First, so she could spit out the pair of knickers she had been chewing for the last hour, after she had earlier – carefully and without being seen – removed them from Maureen Moose’s windowsill. Maureen had left them there to dry after washing them, and was most proud of the spotted frilly knickers, they being her only pair, which she wore on special occasions. Georgina had enjoyed the delicate cotton flavour and smooth texture of the knickers, but the taste had now begun to fade away and she was also growing tired of the elastic waistband, which had proved impossible to bite through.

			Her second reason for stopping was so she could sit down and rub her sweaty, itchy bottom on the grass. As Georgina did this, moving from side to side, a look of bliss appeared on her face.
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			Having taken care of her business Georgina got back up and recommenced her clip-clopping.

			As she approached Aubrey’s garden gate, Georgina noticed that the garden was full of the most unusual large squares and rectangles, all covered by blankets or sheets of stuck-together newspaper. She wondered what the shapes could be, and why they were covered.

			Unable to solve the mystery in the five seconds she allocated to the task, Georgina went through the gate. She walked towards a big square shape to peek under the blanket when Aubrey suddenly appeared from behind it. He was wearing a long black cape with a red lining and a black top hat. He no longer had any bandages wrapped around him, having finally managed to unwind himself a few days earlier.

			“Hello, Georgina. This is a surprise. I didn’t know you were coming today.”

			“Well, I haven’t seen you for a while so I thought it would be nice to drop by.”

			“That’s very thoughtful of you,” said Aubrey. “But I don’t remember your name being on my guest list. Do you have your invitation card? You know, the one with the gold edge and the blue writing?”

			“What are you talking about, Aubrey?” asked Georgina, a puzzled look on her face. “I don’t have a card. I just came to pay you a friendly visit.”

			“Well, if you’re not on my guest list and you don’t have an invitation then I shouldn’t really let you in,” said Aubrey, being his usual charmless self. “But as you are my second-best friend, at least at the moment, I will make an exception. Come with me.”

			Aubrey walked to the front door of his little house and went inside, Georgina following. On the floor of the front room were open pots of green and blue and yellow and red paint and some paintbrushes, all scrounged from Rina the Snow Monkey’s art and origami shop in town. There was also a big white bed sheet. Aubrey had started to paint some words on the sheet.

			Georgina leant over and took a look. ‘The Mount Verticus Menag’ had been painted in shaky letters. The word ‘Menag’ had been painted three times, with the first two crossed out.

			Georgina looked at Aubrey. “What’s a ‘Menag’ and, come to think of it, why are you wearing that cape and top hat on a hot day like today?”

			“Aahh, like a fly trapped in Aubrey’s web!” cackled the old bird. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist asking me about my new adventure. But before I answer your questions, let me tell you the full story.”

			Aubrey walked over to his armchair and sat down. He crossed his legs then placed his wing-tips together, resting his beak on them as if deep in thought.

			Georgina groaned quietly to herself. Not another one of Aubrey’s stories! Well, if she was lucky and didn’t do anything to encourage him, it might not last too long.

			“I was watching television two nights ago. But there wasn’t much on so I turned it off. I then turned it back on, to check that the television company weren’t trying to fool me by starting a good show when they knew I wouldn’t be watching. But they weren’t, so I turned the television off again.”

			Georgina groaned again. What a boring story! However, Aubrey didn’t read her body language and continued his epic tale.

			“Instead I decided to go online and check out the Turkeynet. I know you’re not clever enough to understand what I’m talking about, but try to keep up. Anyway, I found a siteweb about places called ‘zoos’. I had no idea what these were and so I kept reading. A zoo is a place where lots of animals and birds and insects are kept in cages and cases and you can go and see them whenever you like. Apparently there are great zoos in lots of cities, including London, Paris, Singapore and San Diego. I’m not sure where those cities are and they certainly aren’t on Animaux. I think that whoever wrote the siteweb made them up. Anyway, as I read more I had a very important thought. Do you know what it was?”

			Georgina realised that any answer she gave would mean that Aubrey’s story would last even longer. “That television has got really bad and there isn’t much to watch these days?”

			“No, you sad old goat! What I thought was that we don’t have a zoo on Animaux. What a great idea to start one!”

			“I don’t think it’s such a good idea,” said Georgina, very hurt by Aubrey calling her a sad old goat. “Anyway, we’re all creatures here already, slithering and walking and flying around all over the place. So what would you put in a zoo?”

			“Hmmm. That’s the difference between you and me, Georgina,” replied Aubrey in a rather patronising voice. “I have vision and you have none. I see an opportunity where you just see a problem. I have a solution when all you do is ask a question.”

			Aubrey settled further into his armchair. “It’s like this,” he continued. “The creatures of the Island of Animaux would pay good money to visit my zoo out of curiosity, just to see what is inside. Even if they only visit once they will need to pay me to do so, and I will become rich. It will be easy money. And I will have educated every creature at the same time.”

			“And when do you plan to open this zoo?” asked Georgina, now getting a little more curious – interested, even.

			“Tonight! That’s why I asked if you had an invitation. I’ve sent them to all the most important creatures on Animaux: Princess Crumble, the Cloaked Croak, His Holiness the Hooded Ganglia, the Squirming Dearth and lots of others. They’ll all be arriving in about an hour. I had nearly finished painting the sign for the zoo when you arrived, although I’d just popped outside for some inspiration, like any great artist. To answer one of your earlier questions, the word ‘Menag’ will be ‘Menagerie’. That means ‘zoo’ in a language called French. That word was included on the siteweb I looked at and I decided to use it to make my zoo sound even more exciting. And so its full title is the Mount Verticus Menagerie!”

			“Well, since I don’t think that any of the creatures here on Animaux, me included, has ever heard of a language called French before, I think you’re wasting your time using it,” replied Georgina curtly.

			Clearly Aubrey hadn’t thought of this, and didn’t have a reply for the goat.

			Georgina continued. “Going back to my other earlier question. Why are you dressed in a cape and top hat?”

			“Because I am the ringmaster. I am the big boss and my clothes will let everyone know that I am in charge and that I am very important.”

			“What a big-head!” thought Georgina. Her old friend really was becoming too much of a show-off. The goat’s character was the complete opposite to Aubrey’s, and the last thing Georgina ever wanted was to be the centre of attention. She was happiest when she was lying in the old garden shed at the back of Maureen Moose’s mini mart where she lived, snoozing and dreaming of silk and cotton clothing and the feast she could have with them.

			Georgina stopped daydreaming and looked at Aubrey. “So when does the zoo – sorry, menagerie – open to all the other creatures?”

			“Tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. I will charge everyone one silver dollar to get in and I will personally show them around, explaining what is in all the cages.” A small, wicked smile appeared on Aubrey’s face. “You are a splendid goat, Georgina. So beautiful and clever. If you like, I will let you be my assistant and you can muck out all the cages in my menagerie. There will probably be quite a lot of poo to clear up and you can take it home with you if you like. I’ll give you some boots to wear in case you tread in some of the poo, and also a big broom for you to sweep it up. What do you think?”

			“No thanks, Aubrey,” said Georgina, very offended and therefore giving the offer no consideration. “I think I’ll stick with my current job as mascot of the Wincot brass band.”

			“Suit yourself, fuzz-face,” replied Aubrey very rudely. “Well, I have lots to do before my VICs arrive. That’s Very Important Creatures. So I’m afraid you need to leave. And please go quickly because if my guests see you they may think that one of my exhibits has escaped and that will be bad for business.”

			“Aubrey, what a nasty thing to say,” said Georgina, quite upset at how cruel her friend could sometimes be. “I will leave as I can see how important your zoo is to you. But before I go would you let me see some of the animals, especially as I am your second-best friend?”

			“Oh, all right, but just two of them,” said Aubrey grudgingly. “To see any more you’ll need to pay one silver dollar like everyone else.”

			Aubrey led Georgina back into the garden towards one of the largest squares, which was covered with a dirty grey blanket.

			“All of my exhibits are in cages which I have made myself using only the toughest wood and strongest metal bars. In the cage in front of us is the highlight of my primate, or ape, collection. Voilà!”

			With that Aubrey pulled off the blanket, rather too quickly as it happened, as he accidentally knocked off his top hat at the same time. But he didn’t seem to notice his hat rolling away, such was his excitement.

			Georgina looked at the uncovered cage. It was very badly built and didn’t look at all secure. The bars seemed too thin and too widely spaced to keep in the ferocious creature that Georgina assumed was behind them. They also looked rather loose.

			A cardboard sign had been tied to one of the bars with a piece of string. Georgina read it: ‘Huge fierce ape, probably the tougher brother of the legendary King Kong.’

			Georgina had no idea who or what King Kong was but decided not to ask Aubrey the question, to avoid another very long answer. Instead she peered through the bars and tried to make out what was inside. The back of the cage was in shadow but by looking carefully Georgina could make out a shape huddled in the left-hand corner.

			“Are you sure the creature in this cage is fierce?” she asked Aubrey. “It looks rather sad and lonely to me.”

			“Yes, quite sure. It’s probably just woken up but it will soon be making terrifying roaring sounds and rushing about beating its chest. And likely showing its big red bottom to everyone.”

			Georgina looked into the cage again. The ape actually seemed to be backing even further into the corner of the cage. It certainly didn’t look like it was about to become ferocious. Georgina thought that instead it actually seemed frightened.

			Aubrey pulled out a blackened banana from inside his cloak – presumably it had pockets – and banged it against the bars. “Din-dins! Come and get it, you big bad ape!”

			Slowly the shape at the back of the cage moved forward. As it came up to the bars, its right arm reaching for the banana, the bright sunlight fell on its face, causing the creature to blink and squint.

			Georgina looked at it and turned to Aubrey. “Hang on a minute. That’s Boris the Baboon. What’s he doing here? He’s been missing since yesterday and everyone’s been searching all over Wincot and the surrounding countryside for him.”

			“Boris the Baboon – never heard of him before!” said Aubrey quickly, perhaps beginning to realise that his plan was about to backfire. He tried to distract Georgina. “Come, let me show you another exhibit, just over here.”

			Aubrey skipped away to another cage and started to tear off the newspaper covering it.
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			“Are you OK, Boris?” said Georgina through the bars of the cage.

			“Yes, I’m fine, but I’m very cross with Aubrey. Two days ago he phoned to tell me he had something special to show me. When I arrived at his house yesterday morning he tricked me into this cage and then wouldn’t let me out. And he took my glasses so I can’t see properly. He’s only given me bruised fruit to eat and he has insisted on playing cards with me through the bars. Did you know he cheats? All I want to do is go home.”

			“Hang on, Boris,” replied Georgina in a concerned voice. “I’ll unlock the door to the cage. It’s probably round the back. Then you’ll be able to get out. And once you’re out I’m going to have some strong words with Aubrey.”

			“Georgina, come and see the pride of my bird collection,” called Aubrey as he stood in front of a cage about twenty metres away, having finished tearing off the newspaper. “Behold, the majestic and awfully big ostrich!”

			After letting Boris out, Georgina trotted over to the cage and looked through the bars. “Unless my eyes deceive me, Aubrey, I do believe that’s Olivia Ostrich. Are you OK, Olivia?”

			“Yes, I’m well enough,” said Olivia. “But please let me out. Aubrey tricked me into this cage yesterday afternoon and I don’t want to be here any longer.”

			Georgina let her out and then went round to all of the other cages, pulling off the covers. Very soon she had let out Gus Gnu, Zoe Zebra, Herman the Sloth, Laura Langoustine and many other creatures, all of whom went hurrying down Fluffy Cloud Lane towards Wincot and safety, shaking angry paws and hooves and flippers and pincers and wings in Aubrey’s direction as they went.

			Scene Three – The Exhibit-Lite Zoo

			Georgina turned to Aubrey. “I can’t believe you’ve done this. To trick your friends into cages, to refuse to let them out, and then to try and make money out of them by showing them off as exhibits in your zoo! You should feel ashamed of yourself!”

			Aubrey realised that the game was up. Humility and the turkey were rarely on the same side but on this occasion they needed to buddy up.

			“I do feel ashamed, Georgina,” he began sheepishly. “You’re quite right to be angry with me and to tell me off. I thought my idea was so clever. But I’d forgotten how difficult it would be to fill the zoo with animals. That’s why I had to trick them into the cages.”

			“Honestly, Aubrey, you shouldn’t try to cheat other creatures. You need to think carefully about what you’ve done, and then you should go and apologise to all of the creatures that you locked up, many of whom are your friends. Or perhaps were your friends.”

			“I’ll see them all tomorrow, I promise. But what should I do this evening, Georgina? This was my big chance to make a good impression on Animaux’s most rich and famous creatures. Georgina, I want to be like them. I want to leave my dull little life in this dull little house. And I want new and exciting friends, not the dull ones I’ve got at the moment.”

			Aubrey grasped Georgina’s shoulders with his wings. His face had a look of sheer terror. “Georgina, my VICs will be here shortly and I’ve got no exhibits to show them! They will laugh at me and will think I am a fool. I shall be ruined and I won’t be able to stay in Wincot; the embarrassment will be too much to bear. I’ll probably need to move to Brusdor to live with my sister. And I may even need to change my name and wear a disguise for the rest of my life!”

			Georgina wearily shook her head. “I think you’re exaggerating things, Aubrey. I’m sure that the VICs won’t be nasty to you, or at least not too nasty. You must understand that you’ve created this problem for yourself, with your peculiar need to climb the social ladder. Why do you want to mingle with VICs? They are no better than you, and in fact some of them are very shallow and not at all clever, thinking only about their selfish needs. Why don’t you accept yourself for the way you are? When you try hard, you can be nice. Just be content with your current life, including your current friends. Don’t try and be something you’re not. And remember how important your current friends are – I was very offended when you said that I was dull, and so would your other friends be if they knew you had said that about them.”

			Aubrey clearly hadn’t been listening to the goat’s wise words. “Perhaps you could go in one of the cages, Georgina? That would at least give me one creature to show the VICs. They will probably pull funny faces at you and may even make rude sounds. But it means they will laugh at you rather than at me. Does that sound like a good plan?”

			Georgina’s patience had finally run out. “That’s enough, Aubrey! My advice is you should tell them what has happened. Honesty is the best policy. For my part, I’ve had enough of your silly games and I’m going home. I’ll see you next week.”

			With that Georgina clip-clopped through Aubrey’s garden gate and went down Fluffy Cloud Lane. When she got to the junction with Great Bear Road, the road that would take her back to Wincot, a coach passed her, full of Aubrey’s VICs. Georgina shook her head sadly. Her friend had been naughty, but she felt sorry for him. Nevertheless, Aubrey had made his own mess and would have to clear it up himself.

			Meanwhile, Aubrey sat on the ground by the cage once occupied by Cassandra Crocodile. His black cape was dusty and his top hat, which still lay on the ground, had been squashed flat by Roland Rhino as he had escaped from the garden.

			“What am I to do?” he wailed, looking at the tattered remains of his grand plan. “My VICs are nearly here and I will be undone. This time it really does look like the end of Aubrey the Turkey!”

			But when things go badly wrong, when the sky really does seem to be falling, strange things can happen. Great and magnificent ideas can suddenly arrive and they really can save the day.

			Aubrey scratched the ground with a twig. Then he jumped up, a mad glare in his eyes. “Finished, am I? I don’t think so! Cometh the hour, cometh the turkey! This will be my finest moment.”

			The turkey’s mind flooded with thoughts about how he could trick the VICs. But no sooner had his thoughts developed into brilliant plans than they collapsed like a house of cards when examined more closely, with each containing many fatal flaws. The plans included the following ‘gems’:

			 

			»He would say that the  zoo was a flea circus and that all the cages were full, it’s just that the fleas were too small to see. But this wouldn’t work as one of the VICs, probably that smart-alec Cloaked Croak, would ask why the cages were so big for such small creatures, and how could the widely spaced bars keep the fleas inside?

			»He would say that all the animals had escaped and run away. But how could they all have escaped at once? This would make Aubrey look like an incompetent zoo-keeper and the VICs would keep reminding him about this over and over again.

			»He would pretend that the VICs must have been mistaken and that Aubrey hadn’t planned to open a zoo. But how could he explain all the invitations he had sent and the empty cages in the garden?

			 

			The VICs’ coach was getting closer and closer. As was Aubrey’s moment of truth. He racked his brains as hard as he could but no more ideas appeared.

			There was only one thing for it. He would use a trick he had used many times before, always very successfully. He would hide under his bed with his eyes closed and his wings over his ears. And he would hum loudly and wait for the VICs to get bored and go away.

			Yes – the perfect plan.

			But unfortunately it’s not one you can use when VICs, who are spoilt and greedy animals, don’t get what they expect. For Aubrey the Turkey, that evening the twin sisters of humiliation and disgrace would rear their ugly heads. Gobble, gobble, this turkey’s in trouble…
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			Three: 
 
An Unexpected Guest

			Island of Animaux location:

			»latitude 42° south

			»longitude 140° east

			Scene One – The Morning after the Night Before

			Morning had broken on the Island of Animaux. By 10am creatures of all shapes and sizes could be found on Wincot High Street, neighing and clopping, hissing and slithering, squeaking and scampering, growling and padding as they shopped.

			Rina the Snow Monkey’s art and origami shop was especially popular, particularly with the aye-ayes, who were buying all the crepe paper so they could fold and twist it into beautiful artificial flowers using their long, nimble fingers. Douglas Duck’s curtain shop was doing a roaring trade, with his whole stock of silk blinds and eiderdown-stuffed cushions being snapped up by the newly married couple, Craig and Clarice Caiman. Hughie Curlew had all but sold out of red lemonade and liquorice shoelaces in his sweet shop. And a small riot had broken out in Maureen Moose’s mini mart, where a silverback gorilla named Gabe, an orangutan named Oscar and Carlos the Chimpanzee were in a three-way tug of war over the last packet of soft toilet paper, with the losers facing the unpleasant prospect of having to use greaseproof paper as a poor, non-absorbent substitute.

			But Wincot High Street also had a dark side. A side where the sun never shone and where it was a perpetual, chilly twilight. There were shops and businesses on this side of the street. But the customers that visited these shops were creatures of the night, sinister shifting shapes that could only be seen from the corner of your eye, disappearing into nothingness when looked at directly.
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			A small selection of the disreputable businesses on the dark side included Shaun the Skunk’s gunpowder shop, Celeste Shoebill’s tallow candle factory, Harry Hyena’s replacement intestines dispensary and Josh the Giraffe’s saliva shakes pop-up, where all flavours were available – so long as they were what Josh was chewing when the order was placed.

			Squeezed into the space that had previously been an alleyway between Shaun’s and Celeste’s shops was Bella the Bat’s recently opened blood bank – a bank where deposits could be made but where no withdrawals were possible.

			The door to the bank was matt black and shaped like a coffin lid. It had a brass handle on the right and a small gold bat emblem in the middle.

			Inside the bank was a small room, the walls covered in red velvet. At the end of the room was a soft black armchair for customers to sit in. Beside it was a small table and above the table, in holders and sourced from Celeste’s, were two candles. They sputtered and hissed as they filled the bank with a feeble amount of light and a greasy, unpleasant smell.

			Aubrey was standing outside the bank, waiting impatiently for it to open. He was still deeply embarrassed by his zoo fiasco of the day before. His VICs had not been fooled by Aubrey’s attempt to avoid them by hiding under his bed. The Cloaked Croak had quickly found him, as the other VICs waited impatiently for their free show in his front garden. The Cloaked Croak, a notorious bully, had forced Aubrey down the stairs, even twisting the turkey’s left wing behind his back to ‘encourage’ him. Aubrey entered the garden, prepared to accept that his fate would include eating a large slice of humble pie. And without a glass of water to help wash it down.

			But the VICs had been distracted. They were clustered around one of the cages, chattering excitedly and even clapping. Aubrey walked over to see what they were watching. There was a label tied to the cage bars that said ‘Sea Goat’. And lying in the cage, moving around and making odd clicking noises, was a strange and fabulous being that had the front half of a goat and the back half of a fish. Aubrey stared in wonder. Where had the creature come from? Then it winked at him and instantly he knew what was going on. Georgina must have come back, made an exhibit sign and fish tail shape, and crept into one of the cages without being seen by any of the VICs.

			And how she was fooling them! The VICs were completely convinced by her performance as she flapped about, even the normally sceptical Cloaked Croak. So perhaps Aubrey’s evening wouldn’t be a disaster after all.

			But Georgina was running out of ideas. She couldn’t think of any other creatures that she could impersonate, except perhaps making herself appear to be the three Billy Goats Gruff by using carefully positioned mirrors.

			Then Aubrey spoilt everything by thinking he could match the brilliance of Georgina’s act. He slunk back into the house and found what he thought was the perfect costume, from the dressing-up box he had when he was young. Quickly putting the costume on, which didn’t fit him as well now as it had done when he was smaller and slimmer, he had strutted into the garden, convinced that he would once again have the VICs gasping. And indeed they soon were gasping, although not in the way he had intended. Predictably, the Cloaked Croak had been the first to spot the weaknesses in Aubrey’s rubbish plan. The turkey had tried to keep him quiet, by discreetly bribing him with the last of the gold eagles and silver dollars that he was carrying in his purse under the costume. The Cloaked Croak gratefully accepted the bribe but ribbeted anyway, drawing the attention of all the other VICs to the fact that the brontosaurus costume Aubrey was wearing had feathers sticking out around its bottom, and so the creature must be a fake. The wicked amphibian also pointed out that dinosaurs had been extinct for millions of years and so it must be Aubrey in disguise.

			How the VICs laughed at Aubrey, rather than with him. Princess Crumble even hissed at him. And they all took great delight in telling him that they would spread the news across Animaux as fast as they possibly could.

			So a chastened and penniless Aubrey had been forced to visit Bella, with the objective of trying to restore his finances by earning a little money. He had heard that Bella paid well for the service she offered, although Aubrey had no idea what this service was.

			Scene Two – Visit to the Vampire

			At 11am Bella slid back the bolt to the door. The blood bank was open for business.

			Aubrey entered. He blinked several times, trying to get his eyes accustomed to the poor light.

			Bella, who was fluttering about the room, saw Aubrey straight away. She swooped over and landed in front of the turkey.

			“Come and sit in the armchair, young bird,” the bat began in a thick accent that Aubrey couldn’t place, staring at him with strange, hypnotic eyes. “How can I help you today?”

			Aubrey sat down. The armchair was curiously comfortable, and it was if a hundred pairs of invisible paws were gently holding him in place.

			Bella flapped around in front of the turkey’s face, causing a cool breeze to waft across Aubrey’s cheeks. He noticed that Bella had a mouth full of white, needle-sharp teeth.
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			“I’ll get straight to the point,” he began, trying to sound decisive and confident. “I have been told that you pay very well for the service you offer. Well, I am in need of funds and so I wish to use your service. Please explain what it is and how much money I will receive.”

			Bella flapped to the far end of the room, turned a couple of somersaults and flapped back. She landed on Aubrey’s right leg. “I run a very simple business,” she began, her hypnotic eyes seeming to revolve as they stared into Aubrey’s. “In exchange for a few drops of your blood I will pay you one silver dollar. I call this an appetiser.”
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			Aubrey thought. One silver dollar wasn’t nearly enough, especially as he wanted to go to Hughie Curlew’s as soon as he left the bank to buy lots of sweets.

			“Is the appetiser the only service you offer?” he replied, greed rising through his body.

			“No, there are two more,” said Bella, starting to get excited at the prospect of a good feed. “There is the main course, for which I pay two silver dollars. And there is the full tasting menu, for which I will pay you one gold eagle.”

			“I’ll take the full tasting menu,” gobbled Aubrey far too quickly, not for a moment thinking about how much blood loss this would involve. (In fact, it was two legs and one wing’s worth: far too much for a turkey to lose without feeling very dizzy.)

			Bella gave a joyful squeak. She would dine well today! The bat wrapped her wings around Aubrey’s leg, lowered her head and bit. Then she bit again. She bit him in seven different places, each time drinking long and hard, once or twice slurping a little. The blood-sucking procedure only took a few minutes and was quite painless for Aubrey – in fact, it tickled slightly. He watched the bat in horrified fascination.

			Once she had finished, Bella licked her lips with her long, narrow tongue and flapped away, eventually coming to rest upside down, hanging from the ceiling. She gave a contented sigh, broke wind, then tossed a gold eagle coin in Aubrey’s direction as payment.

			“Thanks, turkey,” she said, her accent still strange and thick. “I bid you goodbye.”

			Slowly Aubrey stood up. His legs felt very wobbly, due to the loss of blood. He staggered out of the bank, clutching the gold eagle in his wing. A few minutes later, he had collapsed in the middle of the high street. Various creatures huddled around him to have a look. Some seemed to be laughing and one even stuck its tongue out. Then the friendly faces of Douglas Duck and Georgina the Goat appeared – and it was at this point that Aubrey passed out.

			Aubrey was running as fast as he could down a dark corridor. He couldn’t see where it ended – or, looking over his shoulder, where it started. He couldn’t remember how or where he had entered the corridor, or how long he had been in it. But he knew he had to run as fast as possible. Because there was something else in the corridor and it was coming to get him. Aubrey sprinted still harder, puffing and panting with effort. He couldn’t keep going much longer, he really couldn’t. Suddenly in the darkness in front of him he saw a pair of bright red eyes. Then a mouth opened under the eyes, displaying a set of yellowish, razor-sharp teeth. The creature made a terrible howl, like a wolf. Aubrey screeched to a halt. He was terrified. He didn’t want to be there. He wanted to escape, but was frozen to the spot. The eyes and mouth were coming towards him. Very quickly. Aubrey gulped. Why couldn’t this be a nightmare? Why couldn’t he wake up?

			The next thing Aubrey knew, he was lying in his bed in his little house at the end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. Douglas Duck was sitting on the end of the bed, looking at him intently. Douglas was his usual neat, tidy, plump little self.
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			Aubrey liked the mallard greatly but also found him fussy and rather officious – and he always put money first. Aubrey would always respect Douglas for giving evidence against the notorious gangster Selwyn the Shark in Selwyn’s trial for forging money. Thanks to Douglas’s evidence, Selwyn had been found guilty and sentenced to ten years’ hard labour in DeepDarkHole Prison. Aubrey sometimes wondered what would happen to Douglas when Selwyn got out.

			“Are you OK, Aubrey? You were screaming and writhing about. Were you having a bad dream?”

			“A horrible one, Douglas. Something was coming to get me and I couldn’t escape. Thank goodness I woke up.”

			Aubrey sat up, then spent a few moments gathering his thoughts. Douglas continued to look at him intently.

			“I have woken up, haven’t I, Douglas? You’re not part of my nightmare, are you?”

			“You rude bird,” spluttered the mallard. “After all the things that Georgina and I have just done for you! You ungrateful turkey. Of course you’re awake!”

			Aubrey had never seen Douglas so cross. In an effort to defuse the tricky situation and calm the duck down, Aubrey decided that a little grovelling was required.

			“My deepest apologies, Douglas. I didn’t mean to offend you. Thank you for being here with me. Can you tell me what happened? Because the last thing I remember is collapsing on the high street. How did I get here?”

			Douglas noted the grovelling and was satisfied. “I helped Georgina get you home. We managed to haul you onto her back and she carried you here, with me riding shotgun.”

			“How long have I been asleep? It feels like days.”

			“No, only about four hours. You were quite restful, until your thrashing and screaming episode just now. I told Georgina I would wait here until you woke up, to make sure you were OK.”

			“Is Georgina still here?” enquired Aubrey. “I’d like to thank her for helping me.”

			“She had to go back to town about half an hour ago. Apparently Maureen Moose has flies hanging around her stinking durian fruit display and they’re putting her customers off. Georgina has agreed to lure the flies away – she smells far worse than the durian.”

			“You’ve both been very kind to me. Thank you for bringing me home.”

			“No problem, Aubrey. That’s what second- and third-best friends are for. Anyway, I’d better be off as I’ve left Malcolm the Clothes Moth in charge of my shop and I dread to think how many holes he’s made in the curtains. I’ve left you a jug of water and a glass on your bedside table, plus some acorns I found in the fridge. And the gold eagle you were carrying when you fainted.”

			Aubrey looked at the table, to confirm what Douglas had said. And he smiled when he also saw the very special letter he had received in the post two days before and that he had read many, many times.

			With that Douglas hopped off the bed and waddled to the door, his plump little bottom swaying as he went. He gave Aubrey a final look, a little smile, a wave, then left the bedroom, closing the door gently behind him. Immediately he set off back to his shop as fast as his little legs could carry him, dreading what he would find when he got there.

			Scene Three – A Creature from Down Under

			Aubrey settled back into his bed. It was good to be home, to be safe. Now Douglas was gone, he had the house to himself. He smiled at the prospect, for Aubrey liked to be on his own. Of course, he also liked to spend time with his friends, but he guarded his privacy jealously. There was only enough room for one creature in the little house at the end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. And that creature was Aubrey the Turkey.

			The turkey drifted off into a light slumber, a small smile still on his face.

			“What’s this? And that? It can’t be! It is!” a voice in his dream was saying.

			“What’s this? And that? It can’t be! It is!” a voice in real life was saying.

			Aubrey sat bolt upright, suddenly wide awake. Had he dreamt those words? He sat perfectly still, straining to hear.

			“Strewth, no!” shouted the voice. “It’s all over my flippers now. And what a smell! Can’t get out – can’t grip the sides – too slippery!”

			The voice was not coming from Aubrey’s bedroom. But it was close by. Being the biggest coward on Animaux, Aubrey didn’t want to investigate. But the turkey finally summoned the courage to find the owner of the voice. Climbing out of bed and picking up one of his slippers as a weapon with which to defend himself, Aubrey carefully, quietly, opened his bedroom door and stuck his head out. There was no one in the hallway. But then the voice shouted one more time.

			“I’M IN A DUNNY! HOW DID I END UP IN A DUNNY?”

			Aubrey was certain that the voice was coming from the bathroom. The door was shut. Had he closed it when he last left the bathroom? Aubrey couldn’t remember and cursed himself for his bad memory. As slowly and quietly as possible he crept up to the door, putting his ear against it to listen. Then in a very nervous voice he said, “Is that you, Douglas? Are you taking care of some urgent business before you head back to town?”

			For a moment there was silence. Then the voice boomed out, even louder than before: “HELP ME! HELP ME! I’M STUCK IN A DUNNY. GIVE ME A HAND, MATE!”

			Slowly Aubrey opened the bathroom door and peered inside.

			At first everything seemed normal. The bathroom was in its usual state of chaos, with dirty clothes, soiled towels and empty bottles of bubble bath strewn across the floor. The familiar sour and distinctly eggy odour of the bathroom poured out of the door, filling the turkey’s nostrils and making him hiccup.

			But then Aubrey noticed something different. There was a splashing coming from the toilet and every so often what looked like the top of a brown head bobbed into view.

			Perhaps one of his droppings had come to life. Or perhaps he had returned to his nightmare.

			Aubrey closed his eyes. “Wake up, silly, you’re dreaming,” he said to himself, giving himself a big pinch.

			He opened his eyes again. The splashing continued and he could still see the brown head.

			“OK, it must be my droppings,” he reasoned.

			Not being afraid of his droppings, Aubrey strode towards the toilet, planning to flush it without delay. But when he got closer he got a better view of the pan. There was a creature in the toilet. The most extraordinary creature he had ever seen. It had a head with two brown, twinkling eyes. On the front of its face was what looked like an enormous soft bill. He could see part of the creature’s body – two flippers were scrabbling furiously on either side of it. And the creature was covered in brown hair.

			The creature saw him.

			“G’day, mate,” it said. “Give us a hand! I’m stuck in this dunny and I can’t climb out. Sorry, but I’m covered in you-know-what. Whatever bludger used this dunny last, didn’t flush it.”

			Concerned about the creature’s safety, Aubrey immediately grasped its flippers with his wings and pulled it out of the toilet and onto the floor. He was then able to get a better look at it. It had hind flippers that it was standing on, as well as the front ones that Aubrey assumed it must use as arms. It also had a very wide tail that reminded Aubrey of Brendan Beaver’s. But this creature was no beaver.

			The creature gave himself a little shake and then looked at Aubrey. “Good on ya, mate, much appreciated. I was beginning to think I’d be trapped until kingdom come. Sorry, let me introduce myself. My name is Clifford Clarence Quacker Jose Platypus-Brown, from Melbourne, Australia. You can call me Clifford if you like.”
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			“And I am Aubrey the Turkey,” replied the old bird, thinking that his name was completely inadequate compared with Clifford’s. Aubrey couldn’t help staring at the creature. “Forgive me for being rude. But I’ve never seen a creature that looks like you before. What are you?”

			“I’m a platypus. Or, more properly, a duck-billed platypus.”

			“And you said you’re from Melbourne, Australia? I know Animaux back to front, top to bottom, side to side, and I’ve never come across Melbourne or Australia before. Are they near Shellville?”

			“Where’s Animaux?” asked Clifford, as confused as Aubrey. “And where’s Shellville? Come to that, where am I, and how did I end up in that dunny?”

			“I’ve no idea,” said Aubrey. “I certainly didn’t put you there. But I have a theory about what might have happened. Clifford, before you ended up in my dunny – I mean, toilet – what were you doing?”

			Clifford thought for a moment. “I’d had a long night, looking for some grub. Anyway, I was pretty bushwhacked so I was heading home up the Yarra River. When I got to Wombat Bend I noticed a small hole in the river bank. I assumed it was made by a vole or something and I thought I’d take a look, to see if anyone was home. So I swam over to the hole and stuck my head inside. Before I knew what was happening, the rest of me got sucked in. It was like I’d stuck my head in the nozzle of a giant vacuum cleaner. Next thing I know, I’m spinning around and around, like I’m in some kind of washing machine. Then the spinning stops and I’m in a dunny.”

			Aubrey nodded in sympathy. His theory was about to be proved. He had one final important question to ask. “Are there people creatures where you come from?”

			“You mean humans?” Clifford replied. “Sure, there’s lots of them in Australia. And I’ve heard they’re in other countries as well. Strange creatures with two arms and two legs and a biggish head. I recommend you avoid them if possible. They’re always fighting with each other, chopping down forests, digging things up, building things, making loud noises, throwing rubbish everywhere, including dumping lots of plastic bottles and bags in rivers and the sea. They think they own the planet and that all the other creatures don’t matter!” Clifford looked at Aubrey. “Why do you ask?”

			The turkey took a deep breath. He had to give Clifford some bad news and there was no point trying to avoid the matter. “Clifford, you are on an island called Animaux. There are no people creatures here, just animals. And we all live peacefully together.”

			Clifford looked at him in surprise and seemed about to speak. But Aubrey held up his wing. “Please allow me to continue, Clifford. Things will become clearer, I promise you. I moved into this house about five years ago. After I’d been here a few months, something really strange happened. It was a very wet day and I was downstairs staring out of my front room window, waiting for the rain to stop. There was a part of the garden that was particularly muddy. As I looked at it, a shape started to rise up from the mud. At first I couldn’t believe my eyes. But the shape kept rising. It turned out to be Hughie Curlew, who now runs the sweet shop on the high street. Hughie stayed with me for a while. He said he came from County Louth in Ireland and had been walking on some mudflats in a harbour looking for his tea when he stepped on a soft patch of mud and was suddenly dragged down into it!
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			“Eight months later, Washington Bear arrived. I found him hanging from a branch of my oak tree on a very windy day. He told me that he came from the United States of America and he had been sitting on top of a geyser in a big park when it erupted without warning. It must have blown him here. Washington now makes beautiful garden furniture in a workshop in Brusdor.
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			“Finally, a year ago I found Rina the Snow Monkey at the bottom of the well in my garden. She told me she had been bathing in a hot mountain spring on Honshu Island, Japan, when she was sucked down in a whirlpool. She now runs the art and origami shop in town.
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			“And all of them said the same things about people creatures.” Aubrey looked at Clifford. The next part was going to be difficult. “I promise that all of them have successfully adapted to living on Animaux.”

			Clifford nodded. But his reply was more direct than Aubrey hoped. “That’s great for them. But I want to get back to Oz. How do I do it? Who do I ask?”

			Aubrey looked at the platypus’s sweet face. This was heart-breaking. “Clifford, you can’t go back. There’s no way to do it. No creature has ever left Animaux. Not one.”

			“Ever?” replied Clifford, his bill trembling.

			“Sorry, but no. A magician called the Great Salamander vanished once. He hasn’t been seen since. I suppose he might have left the island, although it is much more likely that he was dodging some of the creatures he owed money to.”

			A tear rolled down Clifford’s cheek.

			Aubrey felt dreadful. Then he had an idea that he thought might lift the platypus’s spirits. “Tell you what, Clifford. Run yourself a nice warm bath, have a good soak then join me downstairs for some supper. You are an unexpected guest, but I am a good host. I’ve got a spare bedroom down the hallway and you are welcome to stay with me for as long as you like. Does that sound OK?”

			“Sounds OK, mate,” replied Clifford, a small smile appearing on his bill. “Actually, it sounds wonderful. Thanks for being so kind to me.”

			“Brilliant! Right, I’ll get some food ready. What would you like?”

			“A nice milky cuppa, some vegemite on toast and a big bowl of jelly snakes,” came the reply, and the platypus licked his bill in anticipation.

			Aubrey gave him a weak smile and left Clifford to have his bath, with no idea what he had just asked for. He thought that Clifford must have been speaking Australian.

			Very soon Clifford was happily splashing about in a bath full of warm water. He even found a small amount of bubble bath left in one of the empty bottles. Making a contented quackling sound Clifford scooped some of the bubbles off the bath water with his flipper, looked at them then gently blew them away.
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			He did his best to ignore the tidemarks around the inside of the bath, some of which looked years old. Clifford was starting to feel a little more optimistic. He was a platypus in a strange land but he would make the most of things. Everything would be OK. And with that decided, he started to sing his favourite song, ‘Waltzing Matilda’. In honour of his new turkey friend, Clifford changed the lyrics but kept the tune. As he sang, a tear rolled down his cheek. But this was a tear of pride, not sadness. Because Clifford was a very patriotic platypus:

			 

			I’m a happy platypus splashing in a nice big bath

			Up to my neck in lots of soapy bubble-eez

			In the bathroom of a house on the island of Animaux

			An unexpected guest of a friendly old turkey.

			 

			Aubrey the Turkey, Aubrey the Turkey

			You’re downstairs making me a nice big tea

			With a cuppa and some vegemite spread thickly on a piece of toast

			And a big bowl of snakes made from the finest jell-ee!

			 

			A little later Aubrey and Clifford finished their supper, although Clifford privately noted that he hadn’t been given what he had asked for. And the acorns on toast, uncooked stalks of rhubarb and soggy moss were not as tasty to him as they seemed to be to Aubrey. Clifford also quietly observed that the turkey’s table manners were awful – particularly his habit of talking with his mouth full and therefore accidentally spitting food in Clifford’s direction.

			Over supper, Clifford told Aubrey all about Australia – for example, why it was known as ‘the land Down Under’. And he explained about wallabies and the Outback and boomerangs and the importance of thrashing the English at cricket. He sang songs and told many very funny jokes. The two creatures enjoyed several glasses of refreshing gooseberry juice and quickly became good friends.

			After many hours of talking, feeling tired after his long day, Clifford had said goodnight and gone upstairs to sleep in the back bedroom. He found the little bed lumpy but otherwise comfortable, and was happy with the pair of pyjamas that Aubrey had left out, although he found the waist size on the pyjama bottoms quite generous for him.

			Aubrey cleared the dirty dishes in the kitchen then walked into his front room. He sat down at his desktop computer and turned it on, then logged on to the Turkeynet. This was how he had found out that Ireland and the United States and Japan really did exist, somewhere far beyond Animaux. And so Hughie, Washington and Rina had been telling the truth.

			Now Aubrey wanted to find out more about Australia. He wasn’t sure how to spell it and his first attempt was quite inaccurate. But it was accurate enough to find something else. It found a web page occupied by ViciousVortex5, a rather nasty computer virus that had been patiently waiting to infect and take control of its latest computer victim. And because Aubrey’s ancient computer had no virus protection software, ViciousVortex5 thought all its birthdays had come at once and it instantly invaded the turkey’s computer. But ViciousVortex5 quickly realised this was a mistake because the computer hard drive was tiny and empty and so had nothing that the virus was interested in. And then it discovered, much to the alarm of its complex coding, what Hughie, Washington and Rina already knew: that once you’re on Animaux, there is no way back. ViciousVortex5 could not return to its web page and was therefore trapped in Aubrey’s computer!

			Unaware that his computer had contracted a virus, Aubrey continued to tap at his keyboard. Eventually he got the spelling right and was able to read all about Australia. It was fascinating, and confirmed everything that Clifford had said. He really was yet another visitor from a strange outside world.

			As Aubrey reflected on this, not really understanding the wider implications for the Island of Animaux, ViciousVortex5 devised a new plan. It could detect another computer, or at least some kind of processing power, outside the machine it was currently in. Using half of its energy reserves, it managed to travel in an arcing shower of sparks out of the computer screen and into the other computer. But the problem was, the other ‘computer’ wasn’t a computer at all. It was Aubrey the Turkey!
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			When the virus landed on Aubrey’s beak, it instantly travelled up the turkey’s nose, making poor Aubrey snuffle and sneeze several times. But, much to its distress, the virus then found that Aubrey’s brain was even smaller and emptier than the desktop computer’s hard drive. And because it had been weakened by the drain on its energy reserve, there was no way for the virus to escape from the turkey. Trapped inside the vacuum of Aubrey’s mind, and with the turkey completely unaware it was there, ViciousVortex5 went into a dormant mode. In the not-too-distant future, ViciousVortex5 and Aubrey would come to each other’s rescue. But that’s another time, another place. For the time being it was a vanquished virus. The biter had been bit.

			Four: 
 
The Eggs Factor

			Island of Animaux location: 

			»latitude 10° north

			»longitude 76° west

			Scene One – An Interesting Diagnosis

			Aubrey sat at his kitchen table, feeling worried.

			Lying in front of him in a neat row were the five feathers he had found in his bed when he had woken up that morning. Beside them were the three feathers that had fallen from his left wing-tip as he put on his tartan dressing gown over his paisley pattern pyjamas. Next to them were the two feathers that had fallen out as he walked down the stairs. That was ten feathers in total, more than he had ever lost before in such a short space of time.
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			What did it all mean? Was he ill? Was he going bald? Was it because he had let Bella drink too much of his blood? Was he allergic to the platypus?

			Aubrey liked nothing better than to worry. And the fallen feathers gave him the perfect excuse. He spent the next few minutes shifting around on his seat, shuttling between fretting, muttering, cursing and pleading. Soon, he was panicking so much that he had decided he had every illness known and a few undiscovered ones as well.

			Meanwhile, upstairs in the back bedroom Clifford was waking up. He’d had a really good night’s sleep, having been exhausted after his stressful and unexpected journey from Australia. At first he couldn’t remember where he was. He was lying under a heavily stained duvet in a strange, lumpy bed in a bedroom he didn’t recognise. And he was wearing some very big pyjamas that certainly weren’t his. Then it all came back to him: the Yarra River, the vole hole, getting sucked into the hole and spinning round and round, surfacing in an unflushed dunny, and the turkey. The turkey!

			“I wonder where the turkey is?” he thought.

			He climbed out of bed, yawned and stretched, kicked off his pyjamas then wandered out of the bedroom, along the hallway and down the stairs. When Clifford reached the bottom he looked around. Hearing Aubrey chuntering in the kitchen, he went over to see him.

			“G’day, mate, how’s it hanging?” he said as he entered the kitchen, a friendly smile on his face.

			Aubrey was still engrossed in trying to solve his feather problem and hadn’t noticed Clifford’s arrival. And so the platypus’s voice made him jump almost out of his skin. “Oh, Clifford, you gave me quite a surprise! Sorry, but I’m not feeling quite myself today. Did you sleep well? Can I get you some breakfast?”

			“I slept like a log, thanks for asking. A fairly comfy bed and a lovely quiet room.” Dreading being offered more acorns on toast, Clifford thought he’d better strike first. “No brekkie for me, thanks, but no worries – I’m still full after last night. But if you’ve got some fruit, maybe an apple or an orange, then I’ll have that later.”

			Clifford looked at Aubrey. The turkey’s distracted look indicated that something was wrong and the platypus, who always wanted to get straight to the point, went charging in. “What’s up, Aubs? You feeling crook?”

			Aubrey gave Clifford a blank stare. The platypus must be speaking Australian again. Clifford realised that he hadn’t been understood and tried again. “Crook. Means ill. You OK, Aubs?”

			“Where did you get ‘Aubs’ from? My proper name is Aubrey.”

			“I prefer Aubs – sounds smoother. Also uses less air. And less effort. Anyway, for the third time, are you all right?”

			“I fear not!” replied Aubrey unnecessarily dramatically. “See these ten feathers?” He indicated the ones on the table.

			Clifford nodded.

			“Well, they’ve all fallen out since last night and I’ve no idea why. Today is a really important day for me and I need to look my very best. I can’t afford to lose any more.”

			“Why has it got you so worried, mate? What’s wrong with losing a few feathers from time to time? My fur sometimes gets a bit thinner, especially in the summer. It helps me keep cool.”

			“I rarely lose any feathers,” replied Aubrey, slyly looking at the platypus to see if he could spot any bald patches. “For me to suddenly lose ten so quickly just can’t be right. Do you have any idea what might be wrong with me?”

			A twinkle appeared in Clifford’s eye. Seeing that Aubrey could panic so easily over such a small matter as a few lost feathers, he saw the opportunity to have a little innocent fun at the turkey’s expense.

			“I’m not an expert, mate. But I have seen plenty of strange things in Oz. I don’t want to worry you, but to me it looks like you’re suffering from turkey scurvy.”

			“Turkey scurvy? What’s that?” gasped Aubrey, his eyes bulging in fear.

			“Oh, it’s very nasty,” said Clifford very seriously, trying his hardest not to laugh – both at his joke and also at the horrified look on Aubrey’s face. He decided to go on with the joke for a little longer. “It’s also known as feather rot, plumage plummet or the dreadful droop. Basically, all your feathers will fall out. Only a few at first, then quickly they’ll all go. It might even happen later today. Very nasty indeed!”

			Aubrey was now a very worried bird. He gulped hard and looked at Clifford. “Have you seen this before?” he asked nervously.

			“Only once, when I was Down Under.”

			Clifford was silent for a few seconds, to give himself enough time to make up the rest of his story. “I knew a creature, he came from New Zealand. His name was Chris Kea. The kea is a big parrot and it lives in the forest. It stamps about, chewing anything it can get its beak on and making a lot of trouble for the other creatures there. Anyway, Chris was visiting Melbourne and I bumped into him outside the State Library. He was in a terrible condition, with all his feathers falling out.”

			Aubrey’s head was spinning at the terrible story. “What happened to poor Chris Kea? Was a cure found?”

			Clifford continued to spin his fanciful tale. “There’s only one cure for this. It’s called bush medicine and you have to know where to find it.”

			“Does that mean it’s made out of a bush?” asked Aubrey nervously, wondering how such a large object could be easily swallowed. He hoped the bush didn’t have any thorns.

			“Sort of, mate, sort of. I’ll take a look in the garden to see if I can find some of the medicine. It might be a bit chilly outside, so do you have something I can wear to keep my head warm? Platypuses have very delicate heads.”

			Aubrey couldn’t offer help quickly enough. “You can borrow my bobble hat,” he said, taking it off.

			“Thanks, mate, that will be perfect. Before I go, have you called the doctor?”

			Aubrey shook his head. “No, not yet. I don’t think it’s necessary, now that you’ve told me what has caused my feathers to fall out and what the cure is.”

			Clifford started to feel worried. His joke had gone a little too far and he felt it was important for Aubrey to see the doctor, so he could discover the real reason his feathers had fallen out.

			“Aubrey, please call the doctor while I’m out. It’s called getting a second opinion. I really think you should do this.”

			“But I don’t want to call the doctor,” said Aubrey in a wobbly voice, and tears suddenly and unexpectedly appeared in his eyes.

			“Don’t be soft, Aubrey,” said Clifford, very surprised at the turkey’s reaction. “It’s the right thing to do. What’s your doctor’s name?”

			“It’s Doctor Dangle. But it’s not who he is that’s the problem, it’s what he is.”

			“And what is he?” asked Clifford, fascinated by where this was going.

			“A spider! In fact, a very large spider with long hairy legs and eight eyes. I hate spiders! Nasty creepy-crawly things! And every time he visits, he leaves cobwebs all over the place!”

			“Come on, mate, don’t be a big baby. A spider can’t hurt you, unless of course it’s a black widow. You don’t want to sit on one of them! Call the doc when I’m out, please.”

			Aubrey gave in, accepting that a visit from the hairy arachnid was better than going bald. “Oh, all right, I will.”

			Clifford left the kitchen, pulling the bobble hat on his head. He then walked out of the front door, cheerfully whistling ‘Waltzing Matilda’. After he’d gone Aubrey went into the front room, sat in his armchair and picked up the telephone to call Doctor Dangle. The call rang for a long time but he finally got through. The doctor said he would visit in an hour, once he had finished dealing with Gus Gnu’s embarrassing problem.

			Twenty minutes later, the platypus returned. Clifford now wasn’t wearing the bobble hat; instead he was holding it. And the hat seemed to have something in it. Something that was moving.

			“Here you go, mate – bush medicine,” said Clifford proudly, holding out the hat to an apprehensive Aubrey.

			Aubrey stood up and looked into the hat. At first he couldn’t believe his eyes. The hat – his hat – was full of the most disgusting-looking big white maggots, which were crawling around in circles and over each other.
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			“What is this? Is this some kind of joke?” he gobbled angrily. “You said you were going to bring me bush medicine.”

			Clifford gently shook the hat, to show its contents to their best effect. “That’s right, mate, and here it is. Witchetty grubs. I dug them up from under the bush next to the yew tree. Don’t they look plump and scrumptious? I could eat these all day long. But these ones are just for you. There’s five here. That should be enough to cure your turkey scurvy.”

			“But what am I supposed to do with them?” asked Aubrey. With a growing sense of horror, he realised what Clifford expected. “You don’t mean that I have to eat these? You do! But that’s dreadful!”

			“Not as dreadful as the way you look at the moment, with all your feathers dropping out. And if they keep dropping out at this rate you’ll soon be naked, and that will definitely be an even worse sight!”

			Aubrey imagined himself naked and he knew that Clifford was right. “OK, Clifford, I’ll eat them, although I’m not looking forward to it.”

			The turkey stepped closer and looked more carefully at the grubs. His stomach gurgled unpleasantly as he studied them. “They really don’t look very nice, Clifford. How do I cook them?”

			“Well, you can cook them but it’s actually best to eat them as they come. I mean raw, like they are now. Go on, swallow them whole, head-first. They might wriggle a bit as they go down, but that’s no big problem.”

			“But they’re dirty. Shouldn’t they be washed first?”

			“No, mate, the dirt adds to the flavour. Go on, get them down your neck.”

			Since Aubrey thought losing his feathers was far worse than the thought of eating the ghastly grubs, he did what Clifford had said. He put the first wriggling grub in his beak and tipped his head back so that it slipped slowly, very slowly, down his throat. The grub didn’t want to be eaten and tried to crawl back up. But Aubrey closed his eyes and swallowed hard and eventually the grub lost the battle and went on its dark journey to the turkey’s stomach. Grubs two to five went the same way as grub one. At the end of it all Aubrey felt queasy and exhausted. But he had taken his medicine!

			“Well done, mate,” said Clifford, amazed by how brave Aubrey had been. “You’ll lose no more feathers now.” He threw the now-empty bobble hat in Aubrey’s direction and headed towards the door. “I’m going back out to get some more of those grubs for my breakfast. I’ll see you later.”

			As Clifford closed the front door behind him, Aubrey walked over to his armchair and sat down, wondering why Clifford was laughing so loudly as he ran into the garden. What a funny platypus.

			As he sat there, Aubrey was sure he could feel the witchetty grubs wriggling in his belly and perhaps even nibbling his innards. This once again filled him with panic, but before it could develop into a full-blown crisis there was a knock on the door.

			“It’s Doctor Dangle here,” a strange, high-pitched voice called out. “Don’t worry, I’ll let myself in.”

			The door didn’t open. Instead Doctor Dangle came scuttling underneath it, somehow managing to pull his bag of instruments and medicines behind him.

			Leaving the bag on the floor, Doctor Dangle climbed up the leg of the armchair and then crept up Aubrey, coming to rest on the end of the turkey’s beak and looking at him with his eight eyes.

			“So what’s the matter this time, Aubrey?” he asked as he began to spin a web across the turkey’s nostrils. “Do you need me to wrap you in bandages again?”
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			“No, not this time,” replied Aubrey, blowing the web away. “I’m losing my feathers, Doctor. Ten fell out earlier today.”

			“Ah, a simple problem. What you are suffering from, Aubrey, is some light moulting. It’s quite normal and it is something that happens when you lose old feathers to make way for new ones that will grow in their place.”

			“But haven’t I got turkey scurvy, plumage plummet, the dreadful droop? And the only cure is bush medicine?”

			Doctor Dangle tutted and shook his head. “Complete nonsense! There’s no such thing as turkey scurvy, plumage plummet or the dreadful droop. And I’ve never heard of bush medicine. Who told you about these things?”

			“Clifford,” said Aubrey, beginning to feel embarrassed. He also started to suspect that Clifford may have tricked him.

			“And who is Clifford? I don’t know him. Is he a doctor?”

			“No, he’s a platypus. I found him in my bathroom yesterday. He’d come up through the toilet.”

			“Oh, my word. It’s worse than I thought!” exclaimed Doctor Dangle. “Poor Aubrey. I thought you were just moulting. But you’ve clearly started to see things that aren’t really there. It’s called having hallucinations. Platypus in the toilet, indeed!”

			“But it’s true!” wailed Aubrey.

			“Now, Aubrey, I’ll hear no more about this! Doctor Dangle knows best and you must do exactly what I say. Luckily I have with me the cure for creatures that see imaginary things. It’s somewhere in my bag.”

			Doctor Dangle dropped onto the floor, opened his bag, climbed inside and began to search for something. Presently he shouted “I have it!” and emerged holding a large glass jar. “Five of these should do the trick. Take them straight away,” he said to Aubrey, passing him the jar.

			Aubrey peered at the jar. There were some white things in it. And they were moving. Witchetty grubs!

			Aubrey gulped. He knew that Doctor Dangle would insist that he swallowed the grubs. He knew there was no escape.

			Aubrey closed his eyes. “Here we go again,” he thought as, suddenly overtaken by an attack of uncontrollable hiccups, he unscrewed the lid of the jar.

			Scene Two – Bye Bye, Platypus

			Clifford had spent all afternoon waiting at the bus stop on Great Bear Road for the number 52 to arrive. This was the express service to Brusdor. Clifford was going to take the bus to try and find Washington Bear, to see if he knew a way to leave the Island of Animaux.

			The platypus thought it was time he returned to Australia. Although he had enjoyed his very brief stay with Aubrey, the turkey had not appreciated his joke earlier in the day when Clifford had tricked him into swallowing the witchetty grubs. Aubrey had hardly spoken to Clifford since then, despite Clifford’s apologies. The only thing Aubrey seemed to care about after Doctor Dangle had left was a letter he said he had received in the post three days before.

			So Clifford thought it would be best if he left. He had said goodbye to Aubrey but the turkey hadn’t noticed him and had just continued to read the letter over and over again.

			Still the bus didn’t appear. Clifford began to get cross. It had been raining for the past forty minutes and he was cold and wet.

			He once again checked the bus timetable and noticed something that he wished he’d seen three hours before: there was no bus service to Brusdor on Sundays and today was Sunday.

			“Wallaby’s grolley! That’s just great!” he grumbled. “Well, there’s only one thing for it. I’ll need to stay with Aubrey for another night.”

			The rain had left big puddles on the road. As Clifford turned away from the bus stop to begin the long walk back up Fluffy Cloud Lane, a large cattle truck suddenly appeared, going far too quickly. It was coloured with black-and-white splodges, like the pattern on a Friesian cow. As it neared Clifford the driver deliberately steered through a large puddle close to where the platypus was walking. A wave of muddy water was thrown up and almost drowned poor Clifford.

			The truck then continued on its journey towards Wincot. As it disappeared from view, a mooing could be heard coming from it. A loud, laughing, mooing noise.

			“Dingo’s doodah,” moaned Clifford as a drop of dirty water dripped from the end of his bill. He shook himself, shivered, then began to squelch back to Aubrey’s house.
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			After about thirty minutes, Clifford reached Aubrey’s garden gate and the house beyond. He was wondering if Aubrey had even noticed he was missing when a terrible scream came from the house.

			Clifford rushed through the gate and ran towards the front door. He burst through it and found Aubrey standing in the middle of the front room, still in his pyjamas and dressing gown. He was making the most awful wailing sound, as if he was in great pain.

			“Don’t worry, Aubs, I’m here,” Clifford gasped. “I came as quickly as I could as soon as I heard you. Whatever is wrong?”

			Aubrey stopped screaming and looked at Clifford. “Wrong? Nothing’s wrong. What a strange thing to ask.”

			He then cleared his throat and screamed again, this time more loudly and more awfully than before.

			“Aubs, stop. It’s OK. I’m here!” said Clifford, very worried about his friend. “You’re safe and you don’t need to scream any more.”

			Aubrey once again fell silent. “Who’s screaming?” he asked, a puzzled look on his face.

			“You were, mate. You were.”

			“No, I wasn’t, you daft prehistoric duck. I was singing.”

			“Singing?” replied Clifford, amazed that this was how Aubrey described the terrible noise and also rather offended by the ‘prehistoric’ comment. “Well, that’s the worst singing I’ve ever heard, mate. It sounded like you had trapped your wing in a door.”

			“How rude! I had only just started singing and was warming up. Perhaps, at least according to your ears, I’m not quite in tune at the moment. By the way, you do have ears, don’t you? I can’t see any.”

			Clifford suddenly felt very self-conscious. “Of course I’ve got ears. How could I hear you otherwise? It’s just that they’re not very big. Anyway, what do you mean, you’re not quite in tune? You mean there was actually a tune in there? Look, mate, I used to do a little karaoke back in Oz. Take a listen and perhaps you can pick up some tips.”

			Clifford cleared his throat and started to sing his second favourite song after ‘Waltzing Matilda’. He had written the words himself and he had set them to the tune of ‘I can sing a rainbow’.

			 

			“Beak and flippers and flippers and beak,

			Flippers and beak and flippers.

			I’ve got a beak and flippers, beak and flippers,

			And I’ve got a beak.

			 

			Flippers and a beak, flippers and a beak,

			I’ve got a beak and flippers.

			I’ve got a beak and flippers, beak and flippers,

			And I’ve got a beak.

			 

			Beak and flippers and flippers and beak,

			Flippers and beak and flippers.

			I’ve got a beak and flippers, beak and flippers,

			And I’ve got a BEAK!”

			 

			Clifford wiped away the small tear that was running down his cheek, then stepped back and bowed.

			“Is that it?” asked Aubrey condescendingly. “And you said my singing was bad! Also, what’s all this about you having a beak? I’ve got a beak. You’ve got a bill. They are quite different things.”

			“I know I’ve got a bill, but I think ‘beak’ fits better in the song. And using the word ‘beak’ is good for my beak.”

			“I’ve never heard such nonsense,” said Aubrey scornfully. “And now back to the main event – I will continue singing. Just wait a minute.”

			Aubrey picked up a cup from the table beside his armchair. He took a little drink from it and, tilting his head back, made a gargling noise. Then he swallowed, took another sip from the cup, gargled and swallowed once more. He put the cup down and turned to Clifford. “I have just drunk a mixture of warm water, lemon juice and honey. It is perfect for relaxing my voice, to help me sing beautifully.” Aubrey then looked straight ahead, cleared his throat and threw open his beak and started to sing once again. Or, at least, to make a noise that he imagined was singing.

			Clifford put his front flippers on either side of his head, clearly where his ears were, to try and muffle the shrieking sound. But it was no good – the noise was too loud.

			“STOP, AUBS, STOP! No disrespect intended, mate, but it’s terrible, just like a fog horn, only ten times worse.”

			Aubrey stopped singing for the third time. “I shall ignore that rude remark,” he said huffily. “You clearly don’t recognise talent when you hear it. As a matter of fact, I’m practising for the show tonight.”

			“Show? What show?”

			“The Eggs Factor. I got a letter three days ago telling me that I would be appearing. I applied six months ago and had forgotten all about it because I hadn’t received a reply. Until now. Clifford, all my dreams have come true!”

			“What’s The Eggs Factor?”

			“Oh, I forgot – because you’re not from Animaux you won’t have heard of it. It’s a live television show, held at Wincot Town Hall, where songbirds compete against each other to see which has the sweetest voice.”

			“No chance of you winning, then,” said Clifford quickly, then wished he hadn’t when he saw Aubrey glaring at him.

			“You’re clearly in a funny mood today, Clifford, so I’ll ignore that remark.” Aubrey sniffed. “But it will be some time before I forgive you for playing the witchetty grub trick on me. And now you’ve interrupted me while I was rehearsing for the most important performance of my life.”

			“All right, Aubs, point taken,” said Clifford, holding up his flippers in surrender.

			There were a few seconds of silence as the two creatures looked warily at each other. Clifford spoke first. “I don’t mean to offend you again, Aubs, but to be perfectly honest your singing isn’t great. How do you expect to win The Eggs Factor?”

			“I’ve thought about everything very carefully. My secret weapon is not my voice; it is my image.”

			Clifford scratched his head. “Sorry, mate, but I don’t understand. Surely to win a singing competition you need to be a good singer?”

			“Normally that would be the case, my little web-footed friend. But I will be wearing a costume so magnificent that all the creatures watching will forget about my voice and will vote for me because I look so cool.”

			“This all sounds very odd,” said Clifford. “But this is a strange island so I suppose anything is possible. What costume will you be wearing?”

			“It is called the E.P.”

			“What’s an E.P.?” asked Clifford, puzzled.

			“When I found that I had been picked to appear on the show, I started to panic. I know my singing isn’t very good. Anyway, yesterday I was searching the Turkeynet when I read about a people creature called Elvis Presley. Apparently Elvis, who was American – perhaps Washington Bear knew him – was a great singer. I really liked the pictures of him wearing a white suit with a big white cape. What an image!”

			Clifford was a big music fan and knew all about Elvis. “He was a great singer. But couldn’t you have chosen a more modern singer to base your image on, like Justin Bieber?”

			Once again Aubrey gave the platypus a look of undisguised contempt. “I think my judgement is sound. The E.P. image will cause all the female creatures on Animaux to instantly fall in love with me. I am sure to win.”

			Clifford realised it was pointless to argue. Aubrey had made up his mind and that was that. So the platypus decided to go along with him.

			“So, have you made a suit like the one Elvis wore?”

			“No, I’m useless at things like that. But Martha the Manatee agreed to make one and she’s coming here to give it to me. In fact, she should be here already. I wish she would hurry up because I need to go to the town hall for the show.”

			“Well, I didn’t see anyone on Fluffy Cloud Lane,” said Clifford.

			“Blast, she must have forgotten! She’s got an even worse memory than me. Without my secret weapon of the suit I’ve got no chance of winning the show!” groaned Aubrey, looking alarmed.

			Seeing a chance to redeem himself for the witchetty grub incident, Clifford sprang into action. “OK, mate, we need to improvise. We need to find some other clothes for you to wear that will look just as good as the suit.”

			“But where will we find the clothes?”

			“Here! You look down here and I’ll look upstairs. Come on, there’s no time to lose.”

			Clifford rushed up the stairs. He ran from room to room, opening every drawer and cupboard. The only thing he could find, under Aubrey’s bed, was an old pair of very dirty and rather smelly ripped jeans. But they would have to do.

			He ran back down the stairs to find Aubrey waiting for him.

			“I’ve found these bits and pieces,” said Aubrey. “Do you think we could use them?”

			Aubrey handed Clifford a small bundle. It included his pale green cardigan, a pair of cowboy boots and his bobble hat.

			“Yes, these will do fine,” said Clifford, secretly thinking that they wouldn’t. “Put them on, along with the jeans.”

			Aubrey did what he was told. The jeans were much too tight and made his eyes bulge when he did them up. The cowboy boots were brand-new and very stiff, so they made him hobble. The cardigan looked as tatty as ever and the bobble hat, drooping to one side, finished off a very strange costume.

			“How do I look?” asked Aubrey nervously.

			“You’ll do, mate,” replied Clifford. Then he had a bright idea. He ran into the kitchen, opened the table drawer and took out something he had noticed earlier. “Here’s the finishing touch!” he said to Aubrey as he ran back into the front room.

			“My sunglasses! I’ll look fantastic with them! But now I must rush. The show starts in ninety minutes. I’ve got just enough time to get there.”

			Aubrey quickly turned the television on, choosing Channel 1, the only one available on Animaux, so Clifford could watch the show. He then grabbed his skateboard, which was lying underneath the armchair, and ran to the front door. Opening it he climbed aboard the skateboard, scooted down the garden path and along Fluffy Cloud Lane, swaying wildly as he went.

			“Good luck, mate!” shouted Clifford, watching as Aubrey disappeared from view.

			“Thank you very much!” shouted the turkey in reply. “Aubrey has left the building!”
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			Scene Three – Show Time!

			Clifford had a quick bath before the show started then prepared a snack in the kitchen. As he was walking back into the front room with a bowl of popcorn, The Eggs Factor began.

			Clifford settled into the armchair as the theme music ended and the host of the show, Lester Lizard, appeared, wearing a black bow tie.
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			“Creatures of Animaux, good evening. Tonight in The Eggs Factor four songbirds from across the island will sing for you. Their performances will then be discussed by our judge, Stella Cow, who is one of Animaux’s most famous and certainly richest creatures. The amazing prize for the winner will be a recording contract given by Stella and a concert tour of the island.

			“And it is you, the viewer watching at home, who will decide the winner! So when all the birds have finished singing you will have the chance to phone in your vote. The lines will open later, so for now sit back, relax and enjoy the show!”

			As Clifford munched his popcorn, the first contestant appeared. Nathalie Nightingale, normally to be found in the evening warbling from the lamp posts in Wincot High Street, sang a great pop song called ‘Baby, Baby’. Next, Serena Song Thrush, just flown in from Brusdor, performed a lovely slow number called ‘My Love is Real’. Third was Luke the Lyre Bird, by day a second-year arts student at the Singsong Bay College of Further Education, who blasted through a rap song called ‘Don’t Diss I’. When they finished, they were all given thunderous rounds of applause by the studio audience and the enormously overweight Stella Cow said nice things to each of them, while mopping torrents of sweat from her brow with a white lace hanky. Clifford thought they were all brilliant and couldn’t decide which one he would vote for. Perhaps he would vote for all three.

			And then it was Aubrey’s turn. At first he didn’t appear when his name was called. But finally he stumbled in front of the cameras, looking very anxious. The studio audience began to laugh and shout rude things. Aubrey looked around, his beak opening and closing but no sound coming out.

			Clifford began to feel worried for his friend. “Come on, mate, come on!” he shouted at the television. “Knock ’em dead!”

			Finally Aubrey started to sing. Or, more accurately, to make the same wailing noise that Clifford had heard earlier. Apparently, the song was an old Animaux folk tune called ‘I’m Happy When I’m Miserable’. Clifford certainly felt miserable as he watched Aubrey sing it.

			At the end of the song Aubrey looked around nervously. But there was no wild applause from the audience. Instead there was complete silence, apart from some coughing and then, from an unknown creature, a rasping belch.

			Stella Cow gave Aubrey her opinion of his performance. She stared at him without blinking as she spoke. “Aubrey, Aubrey, Aubrey! You’re a turkey, right? Turkeys can’t sing! Everyone knows that. Why do you think you can? That was just awful. Your voice was terrible. Your clothes were terrible. The whole thing was TERRIBLE.”

			“I tried my best,” replied Aubrey, looking very sad. “Perhaps if you let me try a different song I might do better?”

			“Certainly not!” snorted Stella. “You were rubbish. And I’ll make a prediction, Aubrey, based on all my experience as the most famous music agent on Animaux. You will not get a single vote tonight. Not a single vote!”
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			Obviously very pleased with what she had just said, the fat Stella began to laugh – the same mooing laugh Clifford had heard earlier that day after the cattle truck had soaked him.

			The camera cut to Lester Lizard. “Who will win and who will lose? Who will triumph and who will be humiliated? The creatures of Animaux must decide! The phone lines are now open, but only for thirty minutes. So get dialling!”

			“Poor old Aubs,” thought Clifford as the television showed the four contestants standing together. Nathalie, Serena and Luke looked so confident and happy, waving to the studio audience. Aubrey looked as if he wished he was somewhere else. He stared down at his cowboy boots.

			“I’m going to prove that mooing Stella wrong,” said Clifford to himself. “Aubs will get at least one vote.”

			Clifford picked up the telephone and dialled the number at the bottom of the television screen, adding a ‘4’ for Aubrey. A recorded voice told him, “Your vote has been registered.”

			“I bet Aubs would like two votes,” he thought and dialled again.

			Then he dialled once more, and then again, and then several more times. And before he knew what he was doing Clifford had dialled more times than he could remember – in fact, so many times that his flipper was aching like crazy and he was sweating.

			“One more for luck,” he quackled and managed to get in a final call just before Lester said that the phone lines had closed.

			While the votes were being counted there were replays of Nathalie’s, Serena’s and Luke’s performances. For some reason Aubrey’s performance was not shown again.

			Ten minutes later Lester handed Stella a gold envelope. She looked at the camera. “The creatures of Animaux have cast their votes. The bird with the highest number of votes will be coming to my recording studio to make an album. I will read out the results.”

			Stella opened the envelope and took out a card on which the results were written. “Nathalie has 6,000 votes. Serena has 4,500 votes. Luke has 4,750 votes. And Aubrey has somehow managed to get one vote. Nathalie is the winner!”

			As Stella finished speaking, Lester rushed up to her and whispered in her ear. Stella looked at the card again and an astonished look appeared on her face. “This can’t be right,” she said to Lester.

			“It is. We counted the votes three times to make sure.”

			Stella looked again at the camera. She was clearly very annoyed and cleared her throat. “Creatures of Animaux. Unfortunately I misread the votes. Somehow, quite unbelievably, Aubrey has received not one vote but 6,001. So I declare Aubrey the winner – although I’ve no idea how he did it.”

			The camera swung round to focus on Aubrey, just in time to see him faint in shock.

			Back in Aubrey’s front room Clifford was shouting with joy and punching the air. “You did it, mate. You did it! Good on ya! GOOD ON YA!”

			 

			Three hours later, Aubrey arrived home. It always took him much longer to come up Fluffy Cloud Lane on his skateboard than to go down it. Clifford was waiting for him. “Well done, mate, what a result!” he said as Aubrey came through the front door.

			“I will admit that I’m very pleased, although I’ve no idea how I won. I wonder who voted for me.”

			“I’ve no idea either,” said Clifford, telling a little white lie. His flipper still ached slightly from all the dialling.

			“Well, everyone has been very kind. Particularly when each call was so expensive to make.”

			“What do you mean, ‘expensive’?” said Clifford, suddenly beginning to feel worried.

			“Each call cost one silver dollar. Just imagine if all the calls for me had been made by one creature. Why, that would be 6,001 silver dollars! What an enormous telephone bill that would be!”

			“Do you have that much money?” asked Clifford, now feeling very uncomfortable.

			Aubrey laughed. “Gracious me, no. The most I’ve ever had is forty silver dollars, which is the same as four gold eagles. I felt very rich at the time. I can’t even imagine what 6,001 silver dollars looks like. Only Stella Cow has that much money.”

			Clifford gulped. “Erm, let’s suppose that one creature had made all those calls. What would happen next?”

			“The telephone company would ask for payment. If the creature couldn’t pay, then he or she would probably be sent to prison. Forever.”

			Clifford felt awful. “Well, Aubs, I think it’s past my bedtime. So I’ll go up to bed now. And once again, many congratulations on winning.”

			“Thanks, Clifford. That’s really nice of you. You’re a good friend. I’m going to stay up a little bit longer, to enjoy some more of the evening. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			As Clifford slowly climbed the stairs to bed, feeling very guilty, Aubrey sat down in his armchair. He had a contented look on his face, and hummed a little of his winning song. Then he yawned, stretched and began to doze. Almost at once he began to dream. And in his dream he was Aubrey the pop star on his first tour of Animaux. Recording his first album and streaming it across the island. Releasing his first DVD. Sending out signed photographs to his many fans.

			A little smile appeared on Aubrey’s face as he dreamt about fame and fortune. He was dreaming of happy things. He certainly wasn’t dreaming about the van from the telephone company. But it was this van that was coming to see him. This van that, even as he slept, was being driven up Fluffy Cloud Lane so the driver could collect from him – as the creature in whose name the telephone account was registered – the 6,001 silver dollars for all the votes cast on The Eggs Factor. With a squad car full of the feared Crow police following behind in case the bill could not be paid immediately.

			From songbird to jailbird, this would be a night for Aubrey to remember…

			Five: 
 
Sweet and Lovely

			Island of Animaux location:

			»latitude 34° south

			»longitude 18° east

			Scene One – All You Need Is Love

			Aubrey whistled a little tune to himself as he looked in his cracked bathroom mirror. He scooped out some hair gel from the pot he was holding, spread it onto the short feathers on the top of his head, then carefully ruffled them so they stood up. Happy with the effect, after washing off the remaining gel from his wing-tips he straightened the red-and-black spotted bow tie that hung loosely around his neck. Aubrey stood back and admired himself. In his opinion he was an extraordinarily handsome turkey, with film-star chiselled features. And he was looking extra-good today.
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			A week had passed since his appearance on The Eggs Factor. Aubrey had spent the whole of the following day at the police station after being unable to pay his telephone bill. Much to his discomfort, he was locked on his own in a cold interview room, waiting to be processed. But the Crow police, slow at the best of times, had been distracted by a shiny object lying in the middle of the high street and were fluttering and cawing around it instead of attending to their prisoner.

			Just when it looked like Aubrey would be remanded to the dreaded DeepDarkHole Prison, Stella Cow had quite unexpectedly agreed to pay his phone bill for him – on the strict condition that the recording contract he had won after coming first in The Eggs Factor was cancelled. Aubrey wasn’t happy with this, seeing his chance of achieving fame and fortune draining away. But he had to be realistic. He didn’t want to go to prison: it was not a good place for handsome young turkeys, and there was a risk that he may have had to share a cell with the awful Selwyn the Shark and Mad Dog Mungo, Animaux’s most notorious uninvited sniffer of other creatures’ butts. And so he had reluctantly accepted Stella’s offer and had gone home later that day.

			After having a final look in the mirror to confirm that he still looked fantastic, Aubrey winked at himself and left the bathroom. A spring in his stride, he bounded down the stairs to his little front room. After struggling for ten minutes because of his big belly to fasten the two remaining buttons on his cardigan, Aubrey looked in the corner by the fireplace where he always left his cowboy boots. But the boots weren’t there.

			“That’s odd. I’m sure I left them there last night, just after I polished them. Perhaps I put them in the cupboard under the stairs.”

			Aubrey looked in the cupboard. But the boots weren’t there either. He was becoming agitated. “I must find those boots. Without them I won’t look right. Perhaps they’ve somehow slipped under the armchair.”

			Aubrey got down on his wings and knees to peer under the armchair. He was just tutting at all the dust and feathers and sweet wrappers he found there when the front door opened and Clifford walked in.

			Seeing the turkey’s bottom sticking up in the air, Clifford couldn’t resist making a joke. “If I had a back end that looked like that, I’d keep it covered up, mate.”

			Delighted with his joke, Clifford burst out laughing. He laughed so hard that he had to hold his sides with his flippers. The platypus was in good form today.

			“Don’t be so rude, Clifford,” said Aubrey, still searching under the armchair. “I’m looking for something very important. Have you seen my cowboy boots?”

			“Do you mean those brown things with the patterns of rearing horses on them?”

			“You know very well what they are. I wore them when I performed on The Eggs Factor,” replied Aubrey, giving up searching and standing to face Clifford. “I need them for tonight and I can’t find them anywhere.”

			“Oh, those cowboy boots. Now I remember. I borrowed them earlier,” said Clifford, a slightly guilty look appearing on his face as he avoided eye contact with Aubrey. “I left them in the stream at the bottom of the garden.”

			“In the stream! What are they doing there?”

			“Let me tell you something, mate,” replied the platypus, nervously swishing his tail. “Those boots are useless – a complete waste of money.”

			“But they are my boots, bought with my money,” said Aubrey, so cross that his face turned purple and veins appeared on his forehead. He took a deep breath then looked sternly at Clifford, who was continuing to look everywhere but at Aubrey.

			“For the second time. Why are my boots in the stream?”

			“It’s like this, mate. I was in the garden playing football. I fancied a kick-about but you were in the bathroom and I didn’t want to disturb you. I thought you might be on the loo. Anyway, I borrowed your football boots and although I was on my own I was still having an exciting game. There were a few dirty tackles and I was lucky at one point not to get a straight red when I went in studs up. But I had to abandon the game when I did a big bicycle kick that went a bit wrong and the ball flew off and landed in the middle of the stream.”

			“OK, I get it so far,” sighed Aubrey, amazed that one creature could have had such a complex game. “Go on with the story, Clifford.”

			“I was just about to. It will take me ages if you keep interrupting. Now, where was I? Oh yes. Well, I needed to get the ball back. As you know, the stream is shallow but I knew it was deep enough to get the laces of your football boots soggy. This would make them difficult to untie. So I went and got your cowboy boots and put them on because I thought that would stop my flippers from getting wet. Also the boots would prevent the shoals of slimy copper fish from nibbling my toes. They’re a bit like piranhas and for some reason they seem to find me particularly tasty.”

			“But the cowboy boots aren’t waterproof!” wailed Aubrey. “They would let water in!”

			“I know that now! But you could have told me before I put them on and stepped into the stream! They leaked straight away and I think I’ve caught a chill, thanks to you.” And to underline his point Clifford did a big, and obviously fake, sneeze.

			“Thanks to me? How was it thanks to me?” chuntered the turkey. “You clumsy, big-billed, flipper-infested monotreme!”

			“Now let’s not start calling each other names, Aubs,” replied Clifford, making a mental note to look up ‘monotreme’ later. “I made an honest mistake and I apologise. OK?”

			Aubrey muttered to himself for a while, reflecting that if there was ever some bad luck going around then he always seemed to get the biggest portion. But slowly he began to calm down. “Oh, OK then, Clifford,” he said, although in reality he was still feeling a little upset. “I don’t suppose there’s anything we can do about them now.”

			Clifford looked at his friend. Once again he had made Aubrey cross, although he hadn’t meant to. He decided to try and cheer him up by changing the subject. “Aubs, you’re looking really smart today, mate. Your cardigan looks very elegant and I love your bow tie.”

			Just as he finished the sentence something distracted Clifford and he sniffed the air, a look of disgust on his face. “Hold up. Strewth! What’s that stinky smell? It’s the same smell that’s always in the bathroom after you’ve been in there. Is it that you, Aubs? Have you had a small accident?”

			Aubrey was angry again. “No, I have not! What an awful thing to say! What you can smell is my hair gel. I think it’s rather nice. It reminds me of damp and rotting autumn leaves.”

			“My mistake again,” said Clifford quickly, then tried to steer the conversation into calmer waters. “Why are you all dressed up, mate?”

			A silly, slightly dreamy look appeared on Aubrey’s face. “There’s no point me trying to hide it any more. Clifford, I have a new girlfriend and I am head over heels in love.”

			Clifford looked at his friend in amazement. He hadn’t expected him to say that. “In love? Well, blow me down, that’s a surprise.”

			“Why do you say that?” replied Aubrey, offended by Clifford’s remark, which clearly indicated he thought love and the turkey would never cross paths.

			“Well, no offence, mate, but I just didn’t think that a stringy old turkey like you would be able to find a girlfriend. I mean, your feathers are a bit tatty, you smell a bit rancid, and you’d have to agree that you can be rather grumpy and miserable.”

			Aubrey looked at Clifford, shocked, but decided not to say anything. He could see that the platypus was curious to find out more and Aubrey was enjoying being the centre of attention.

			Clifford fished for more information. “What’s her name? Do I know her?”

			Aubrey smiled and took the bait. “I don’t think so. She’s a bit too classy to mix with your type. She’s called Claudette. Isn’t that a lovely name?”

			“Yes, I suppose so,” said Clifford, eager to find out as much as he could. “Tell me, Aubs, where did you meet her?”

			“It was yesterday afternoon. I was in town doing some shopping when I first saw her. She was on a window at Douglas Duck’s curtain shop. Just above a sign saying ‘50% off all material chewed by Georgina the Goat’.”

			“On the window? Do you mean she was looking in the window, and you stood next to her?”

			“No, she was standing on the window pane, having a rest. Our eyes met and it was love at first sight for both of us! She said she knew who I was because she had seen me on The Eggs Factor and thought I was very handsome.”

			Clifford was very alarmed. “What kind of turkey stands on a window pane? Claudette is a turkey, isn’t she?”

			“No. Whatever gave you that idea?” said Aubrey, looking very surprised.

			“I just assumed she must be. So what kind of creature is Claudette, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“She’s a crane fly.”

			“A crane fly?” spluttered Clifford, genuinely shocked.

			“Yes, that’s right,” said Aubrey calmly.

			“But isn’t that the same as a daddy long-legs?”

			“Well, yes, I suppose so. But I don’t like that description. ‘Crane fly’ is so much more elegant.”

			Again a dreamy smile appeared on Aubrey’s face as he thought about his new girlfriend.

			“Well, blow me down, mate!” Clifford chuckled. “Your girlfriend is a daddy long-legs! Imagine her buzzing around your head. It sends a shiver down my back just thinking about it!”

			“Well, you’re no great beauty yourself, platypus,” said Aubrey, feeling quite offended by Clifford’s rude remarks. “Please show Claudette some respect. I like her a lot and she likes me. It’s as simple as that. I think she’s very sweet and lovely.”

			Clifford realised that, as usual, he had gone too far. “Sorry if I seemed a little rude. I was just surprised. But no worries. So, Aubs, when do I get to meet her?”

			“She’s coming around for tea this afternoon. In fact, she’ll be here any minute now. I’ll give her some sugar water to sip and I’ll probably make myself a stinging-nettle sandwich. And then we’ll sit in the kitchen, looking into each other’s eyes.”

			“Smashing, good on ya, mate,” said Clifford, thinking that things were starting to get a little bit gooey – and bizarre – for his taste.

			“And after that we’re going to pick flowers on the top of Mount Verticus. Lovely blooms – bluebells, daffodils, buttercups, even some black orchids. We’ll go wing in wing. Of course, it won’t be easy for me, now I don’t have my cowboy boots to wear.”

			“Can’t you wear your bunny rabbit slippers instead?” asked Clifford.

			“On my first date with my new girlfriend? That would look silly. Well, I’ll have to wear my football boots. Although they will look almost as silly as wearing my slippers.”

			Scene Two – The Visitor Arrives

			Suddenly there was a loud knocking on the front door.

			“It’s her, she’s here,” gobbled a very excited Aubrey. He fluttered over to the door to open it while Clifford wondered how a little crane fly could knock so loudly.

			“My sweet, my love. Welcome,” said Aubrey as he opened the door. But when he looked out there was no one there. No one at all.

			“Excuse me, howzit,” came a little voice.

			Aubrey jumped, startled. He looked ahead but could still see nothing.

			“Excuse me, howzit,” said the voice again. “Down here.”

			Aubrey looked down and saw the most extraordinary sight. Looking up at him with two bright black eyes was a dirt-covered face. The face had tufts of brown hair with two rainbow-coloured ribbons tied to the longer parts, a long snout studded with what appeared to be warts, and a small white tusk sticking up on either side of its mouth. It was a face only a mother could love. The creature had a hairy body, covered in dirt, four legs with a trotter on the end of each, and a short bushy tail.

			“Good evening,” said the creature. “I’m sorry to disturb you but I think I’m lost. Do you mind if I come in for a few minutes, just to have a little rest?”

			“Well, if you must,” said Aubrey ungraciously. “I was expecting someone else and as soon as they arrive I’m afraid you’ll need to leave.”

			The odd creature trotted in and sat down in the middle of the front room. It sneezed once, then again, said, “Excuse me” and looked at Aubrey and Clifford.

			And they looked back at it.

			“So, friend, what is your name, where are you from and what are you?” asked Clifford.

			“I’m so sorry. How rude of me not to introduce myself. My name is Walta Nelson Hogg, although my family call me Walli for short. I come from a country called South Africa. I am a warthog.”
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			“And are you a boy or a girl?” asked Aubrey, somewhat insensitively. “I can’t tell by looking at you. I suppose with the name Walter Nelson you must be a boy.”

			Walta did not take offence at Aubrey’s assumption. Instead the warthog answered quite calmly. “Actually, it’s Walta, not Walter. Walta is a girl’s name and it means ‘shield’. I am a girl. ‘Nelson’ is my middle name. In fact, all my sisters and brothers have the same middle name, in honour of Mandela.”

			“Are you a girl, Aubs?” asked Clifford mischievously. “I forgot to ask you.”

			“Don’t be so cheeky, platypus,” harrumphed the turkey. “Remember you are only a guest here and the invitation can easily be withdrawn.”

			Realising he was skating on thin ice, Clifford returned his attention to Walli. “You come from South Africa? Well, little warthog, you’re a long way from home.”

			“Really? If you wouldn’t mind, could you tell me where I am?”

			Aubrey decided to interrupt again, mainly because he was rude and bossy. Although his chief concern remained why Claudette had still not arrived.

			“You’re on the Island of Animaux. How did you get here? Don’t tell me that you arrived by accident, like this platypus did about a week ago. He comes from Australia.”

			“I don’t know about an accident,” said Walli. “But I didn’t know I was coming here.”

			“So what happened to you?” asked Clifford. “I came out of the dunny – I mean, toilet – in the bathroom.”

			Walli looked down at the floor, appearing to be deep in thought. “I was playing hide and seek with my sisters and brothers on the veldt.”

			“Veldt – do you mean velvet?” asked Clifford.

			“No, I mean veldt. It’s like a very big field with bushes on it. Anyway, I was ‘it’ and I was counting up to one hundred with my eyes closed while all the others hid. When I finished counting and looked around I couldn’t see them anywhere – they had hidden themselves really well.”

			“What happened next?” asked Aubrey, pretending to be interested but still secretly wondering what had happened to Claudette.

			“I started to trot up and down looking for them. Then, as I trotted around a very big termite mound I saw him.”

			“Him?” asked  Clifford, fascinated by Walli’s story.

			“Yes, a huge lion. I think he was as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He was lying in the sunshine, licking his paws and washing his face.”

			“What happened next?” gasped Clifford.

			“For a while, nothing. I looked at him and he looked at me. Then the lion spoke. ‘What do we have here, then?’ he said, in a sly kind of way. ‘A little warthog, lost and so far from home. And a tasty, juicy little warthog by the look of her’.” Walli stopped speaking, obviously still badly shaken after her encounter with the lion.

			She carried on. “I said to him, ‘Please don’t eat me, Mr Lion. I’m only small and there’s not much of me’.

			‘Oh, but I’m afraid I must,’ he replied. ‘I haven’t had my breakfast yet and you’ll do just fine.’

			“With that he jumped up and started to run towards me, his big sharp teeth sparkling in the sunshine. Well, I wasn’t going to wait to see if he was joking so I turned and ran as fast as I could. I had a bit of a head start but the lion was really quick and began to catch me. So I put my head down and ran faster than I had ever run in my whole life. I dodged this way and that and ran around a few bushes, but it didn’t make any difference. We seemed to run for a long time. Finally, just as I could feel his hot breath on my little tail, I spotted my chance.”

			“What chance was that?” asked Clifford, really excited by Walli’s fabulous story.

			“It was a hole in the ground – probably a burrow made by a meerkat. Do you have meerkats here? They’re odd creatures, always standing on their hind legs. A bit like you do, Clifford. Anyway, I ran straight into the burrow and kept going until I was a long way down. By then I was completely puffed out.”
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			“And what about the lion?” asked Aubrey, also now interested in Walli’s story. “What happened to him?”

			“Oh, he couldn’t follow me into the burrow because he was too big and it was too narrow. Well, I didn’t know what to do. It wasn’t safe to go back to the burrow entrance because he might have been waiting. So I decided to look for another way out. But it was very dark in the burrow and I couldn’t see where I was going. I had to feel the way with my front trotters and sometimes my tongue. It was so dirty and I kept bumping into tree roots and sharp rocks that were sticking out of the tunnel wall. I walked on for ages. And then the burrow ended, with a giant boulder blocking the way. Luckily the soil above my head was soft, so I started to dig my way up – and, I hoped, out. Finally I started to see little bits of daylight and I managed to force my way out under a gooseberry bush in the garden outside. I saw this house and decided to knock on the door.”

			“What a brilliant story!” shouted Clifford. “Really exciting. And I do like a happy ending – it’s good for my beak!”

			“I hope you don’t think I’m rude,” said Walli, “but I haven’t eaten anything nice for ages and I’m absolutely starving. Do you have any pepperoni pizza or bunny chow? They’re my favourites.”

			“No, I haven’t got anything like that,” said Aubrey. “Will a stinging-nettle sandwich be OK?”

			“It doesn’t sound very tasty. But it will probably be better than the bug I just ate in the garden.”

			“Bug?” said Aubrey. “What bug?”

			“I don’t know what it was. But it had long legs and thin floppy wings and was sitting on a rhubarb leaf. The funny thing was, it was wearing a dress.”

			“Claudette!” cried Aubrey. “Oh, my poor sweet, lovely Claudette! You’ve just eaten my girlfriend!”

			“Your girlfriend was a bug?” asked Walli, amazed. “But how was I to know? I must say she didn’t taste sweet and lovely. She was a little bit crunchy. And I’ve still got one of her legs stuck between my teeth.”

			Seeing that Aubrey wasn’t taking the news about Claudette well, Clifford put a flipper on Walli’s shoulder and had a quiet word with her. “Don’t worry, mate. It’s not your fault. You weren’t to know about Claudette. You’d better stay here tonight. You can sleep in my room and you can have my bed, if you like. I’m happy to sleep on the floor.”

			“Do you have a wardrobe?” asked Walli. “If you do, then I can snuggle in the bottom with the door closed. That will make me think I’m back home in my burrow.”

			“Yes, there’s a wardrobe you can use. I can find you a blanket to lie on. And you can get clean in the bathroom first, if you like. There’s a nice big bath. Tomorrow we can start to think of a way to get you home. By the way, my name is Clifford. And Mr Turkey’s name is Aubrey. I call him Aubs. He’s a bit odd, but when you get to know him he’s OK. In fact, he’s quite a laugh.”

			Clifford shot Aubrey a quick, friendly smile.

			“Hogtastic!” squealed Walli in excitement. “Clifford, that’s very kind of you. You are a nice platypus.”

			Walli then looked at Aubrey. “Mr Turkey, you’ve been very kind to me. Do you mind if I go to bed now? I suddenly feel very tired. I’ll have the stinging-nettle sandwich for my breakfast if it’s not too much trouble.”

			“Please yourself,” mumbled Aubrey grumpily. “I’ve got things to think about. And it’s OK to call me Aubrey. No one calls me Mr Turkey.” He slumped into his armchair.

			“Don’t be too upset about Claudette, Aubs,” said Clifford. “There’s plenty more fish in the sea – or bugs on Douglas’s shop window, if you understand my meaning.”

			And then he showed Walli up the stairs to the bathroom and the bedroom.

			Aubrey shifted this way and that on the armchair but he felt so unhappy that he couldn’t get comfortable.

			“Poor Claudette!” he groaned. “She’s fluttered off to crane fly heaven!” But even as he spoke, a familiar sparkle appeared in his wicked old eyes. “What did Clifford say? Something about there being plenty more fish in the sea? Fish in the sea. That’s it! I have an idea for the dinner party that I’m holding next week!”

			And with that Aubrey leapt up and stalked over to his bookcase. Now where was the cookery book his sister had given him for his birthday, that he had never thanked her for or read?

			Scene Three – Here Comes Claude

			Meanwhile in his apartment in Wincot, Claude Crane Fly was getting ready to collect his little sister. She had been so excited earlier in the day when she had told him all about a wonderful turkey she had met called Aubrey. She had planned to see him that evening in his house at the end of Fluffy Cloud Lane. Claudette spoke very highly of the turkey and made him sound fantastic. Claude was looking forward to meeting him, although he was much more interested in making sure that his sister got home safely.

			Claude was an unusually large crane fly. He was actually about the size of a goose. This was because of his good appetite, and because he spent many hours each day in the gym working on his muscles. With his tattoos and broken proboscis, Claude looked tough and threatening, and creatures crossed the street to avoid him. And this was the image he wanted, since he was the boxing champion for the whole of Animaux. Claude preferred to be called by his ring name, the Winged Destroyer. With a perfect unbeaten record of fifty straight knock-outs, all in round one, and with his mean streak and very short temper, the Winged Destroyer was definitely not a crane fly to mess with. Indeed, his last opponent, Bradley the Bull, had run away as fast as his hooves could carry him rather than face the Winged Destroyer in the ring.

			As he closed the front door of his apartment behind him, the Winged Destroyer hoped that the turkey had taken good care of his little sister. Or he would hold him personally responsible…
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			The End

			Coming Soon
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			Don’t worry – Aubrey, Clifford and Walli, plus their other friends on Animaux, will be back again soon. Look out for ‘Monsieur Le Chef’ and four other tales! And for the latest news check out milomcgivern.com.
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