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My name is Willa and this is my dog, Woof. We’re sitting at the kitchen table at Frank’s place.

Frank is my best old-age friend. He lives next door to our house in a villa at Sunset Views Retirement Village. There’s a gate that goes straight from our yard to his, which is very handy because I visit almost every day.


If he’s grumpy when I visit (which he is quite a bit), I make sure that I try to cheer him up. Today it’s the other way around. I’m grumpy and Frank’s doing his best to make me feel better. It isn’t working.

‘So you reckon your dress makes you look like a meringue?’ Frank says. ‘You know meringues are delicious.’

I give Frank a glare. ‘Not if you have to wear one,’ I say, and take a sip of my tea. I saw Frank put three scoops of sugar in when he made it. Usually I tell him that’s too many, but this morning I need sweetening up.
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‘And you’re sure that your aunty bought that one?’ Franks says.

I nod. ‘After lunch she went back to the shop and said that we didn’t have to keep looking anymore. I’d say that’s pretty definite.’

Yesterday, Mum and Aunty Jane and I went shopping for my flower girl dress for Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony’s wedding. It’s really soon. We were supposed to do it ages ago but Aunty Jane has been so busy. She and Uncle Anthony are moving to Italy straight after the wedding. His family is from there, so they’re trying it out for a couple of years. (Aunty Jane says they should do it before they have kids, but I think kids would love living in Italy. Imagine all that pizza and pasta. Not to mention gelato for dessert every night.)

The wedding is at a place called Brookside Barn (which isn’t really a barn anymore, so I don’t know why they call it that). There’s special rooms to get ready and a huge kitchen as well as the big hall. It’s handy because Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony rent a cottage on the farm right next door.

‘What do you think about Willa’s dress, Woof?’ Frank asks. Woof hasn’t moved from where he’s lying on the tiles in the kitchen, trying to get cool. Even though it’s early in the morning it’s already boiling hot. I feel sorry for Woof because he has fur. He also has to wear a coat most of the time. That’s because he’s an albino Irish wolfhound and he gets sunburned really easily. We have special lightweight summer coats for him, but I take them off when he’s inside.

Woof wags his tail.

‘He hasn’t even seen it yet,’ I tell Frank.

‘That doesn’t matter. Woof says you’re going to look lovely, Willa, no matter what you wear,’ Frank says. I’m pretty sure Woof doesn’t care that much about my dress. Frank really is trying hard to cheer me up.

Woof has a job at the wedding too. Mum says he’s the ring bearer (which is just a fancy way of saying he’s carrying the rings). I’ve been teaching him to walk with a little pillow attached to his collar, and Mum has bought him a gorgeous white coat just for the wedding. I can tell he’s really excited. More than me, now that I know what I’m wearing.


There’s a knock at the back door. I jump up to answer it and hope that it’s not Mrs Wilson. She’s the lady in charge at Sunset Views. She wears high heels that make her feet hurt and her temper bad, and she has caterpillar eyebrows that I call Bert and Hilda. Luckily it’s not her. It’s my best same-age friend Tae.

He’s spending the day with me because his parents are going Christmas shopping over at Wattle Creek.

‘Morning, Tae,’ Frank says.

‘Hi, Frank,’ Tae replies. The fact that Tae even speaks to Frank these days says a lot. He used to be scared of Frank, but I think Tae knows now that although Frank is very old and very grumpy, he has a heart of gold. And Tae has also realised that Frank has really good cakes that Mrs Best makes for him (even if he tries to tell us that he makes them himself). This morning there’s lamingtons and they’re delicious.

I get another tea cup for Tae and put a lamington on a plate.

‘And who are you today?’ Frank asks.

Tae has a dark green jumpsuit with patches sewn on the front and a matching cap. He has heavy boots on too.

‘I’m a pilot in charge of the big Air-Crane helicopter that helps put out bush fires,’ Tae says.

‘Well, that would be an exciting job,’ Frank says, then takes another sip of his tea.

Tae’s name means ‘person of greatness’ in Korean, so each week he tries out someone new to see what he’d like to be when he grows up. Lately he’s been a policeman, a fireman, a doctor, a vet, a soccer player and a zookeeper. I tell Tae it’s too much pressure for someone our age (he’s only eight and a half; I’m eight and three-quarters) but he says it’s good to have a goal. I have goals too, but they’re more short term – I can’t think that far ahead.
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‘It’s so hot out there,’ Tae says as he sits down at the table. He takes off his cap and a trickle of sweat runs down his face. Maybe a lifesaver would have been a better choice for his person of greatness this week. Then he could have worn his swimmers instead.

It’s lucky that Frank’s not stingy about running the air-conditioning at his place. He says at his age he might as well be comfortable – he’s not sure how many years he has left. I’ve told him to stop being dramatic. He knows he can’t kick the bucket (his words) at least until I leave home. Where else will I get sweet cups of tea and cake for breakfast?
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‘Dad says there’s a fire over the other side of the mountain. They think it was started by the lightning from the storm last night,’ Tae says.


‘Wouldn’t the rain have put it out?’ I ask.

Frank shakes his head. ‘There wasn’t enough in that shower to fill Norman and Mimi’s bird bath. It’s tinder dry out there at the moment, Willa – it won’t take much for a blaze to take hold in these conditions.’ Mimi and Norman are Frank’s prize-winning pigeons.

We’ve never had a bushfire in Hibiscus Gardens that I can remember but last summer there was one in the national park. Frank says that years ago there was a big one – lots of houses got burned down and even the surf club was singed (which is weird because it’s right on the beach).

Tae asks me about yesterday’s flower girl dress shopping. I tell him about the meringue dress and that Aunty Jane told me I looked like a princess. I don’t want to be a princess. I just want to look like me but a bit fancier than usual.

Tae grins. I tell him it’s not funny. I was even more stressed than he is when Mrs Tan’s Chihuahua (who would you believe is called Princess) chases him down the street and he breaks out in hives.

‘I’m pretty sure I’m allergic to dress shopping,’ I say. Tae says that I can’t be allergic to that but he wasn’t there.

I see Frank looking out the window and follow his gaze. There’s a grey smudge in the sky.

‘I don’t like the look of that,’ Frank mumbles.

The smoke is getting darker. I can smell it too, even though Frank’s got the windows closed.


‘Do you think the fire will come to Hibiscus Gardens?’ I ask. My tummy feels fluttery.

‘Let’s hope not, Willa,’ Frank says. ‘That’s the last thing anyone needs.’
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Tae and I say goodbye to Frank. He’s planning to spend the day on his recliner watching the cricket. It’s called a lazy boy, but I think lazy man is more like it.

On the way past the aviary we look in on Frank’s prized pigeons. Norman is fluffing his feathers in the bird bath and Mimi is walking around the floor. Neither of them look happy. I don’t think they like this hot weather much either.


If only we had a pool. We’d have room for one if Dad got rid of his big junk pile down the back, but Mum says it’s the last thing on her list of renovations – the pool, not the junk pile (although I know she’d be happy if he cleaned that up). Besides, the beach is only a few minutes’ drive away. I can feel the sweat trickling down my back. Maybe if I give Mum and Dad all the money I have in my piggy bank we could get the pool sooner. I hate sand in my swimmers – especially my bottoms.

Woof whines beside me. He didn’t want to come home until I said he didn’t have to wear his coat. Surely he won’t get skin cancer from a two minute walk?

‘Look at that,’ Tae says, pointing to the mountains that rise up behind the town. The smudge of smoke is even bigger than before and now there’s a red glow too. It looks like a dragon up there (like the one I imagine lives under Dad’s junk pile) though I don’t say that out loud.

[image: image]


The wind is starting to whip through the trees. I can smell the eucalyptus leaves and the cicadas are making a racket.

‘What if the fire comes?’ I ask, looking at Tae. In the distance I can hear sirens.

He takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. ‘I’m ready for action.’

I don’t want to disappoint him, but I’m pretty sure Tae’s a bit young to be in charge of a firefighting helicopter in real life. I think he’d have to do a lot of training first.

Dad’s loading some hoses into the back of his ute and checking his gear. He’s always super organised (a lot like me). Mum says that’s why he’s the most popular plumber in town.

‘Hey, kids, how about a swim?’ Dad asks.

‘Don’t you have to work?’ I reply.

‘Unless it’s an emergency, no – it’s too hot,’ Dad says.


‘I’m in,’ Tae says. I nod my head.

‘Run and get changed then, and see if your brother wants to come too.’

It’s lucky Sam’s cricket team has a bye this weekend. I can’t imagine standing in the middle of the oval all day in this heat.

Tae left a bag with his clothes and swimmers at our place before he came to Frank’s. He’s having a sleepover tonight.

Five minutes later we pile into Dad’s ute. It’s a dual cab so there’s enough room for everyone.
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Mum says that she’ll stay home and look after Woof, but I know that’s only because she hates sand in her swimmers even more than I do.

As we drive down the street, I turn and look at the smudge of smoke up on the ridge.

‘How far away is the fire?’ I ask.

‘It’s in the national park, Willa, over the escarpment. The wind’s blowing it away from us, so don’t worry,’ Dad says, but I’m not so sure. That glow seems to be getting redder.

On the way to the beach I see Robbie from school (he’s in Year Five – two years ahead of Tae and me) walking up the track that goes to the showground. I wave but he doesn’t see me. He’s always in trouble, but he did find Woof when he was missing a little while ago and my koala diary too (that’s a whole other embarrassing story). Maybe Robbie’s not as bad as people think.

The beach is packed and there are cars everywhere. Dad has to drive around the block three times before he finds a spot. Half of the kids from school are here and I can see some of our neighbours too.

I find a space to lay out our towels, then Tae and I lather ourselves in sunscreen before I kick off my flip flops and run across the burning sand to the water.

Sam and Dad go bodysurfing but Tae and I paddle closer to the shore.

‘Hey Tae!’ I shout out and kick the water, making a big splash. He splashes me back. We run up and down and jump into the little waves before we sit down and build a sloppy sandcastle that keeps getting washed away. I find some shells to add but they don’t stick very well. Dad and Sam are bobbing up and down in the sea.
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I wave to them and Dad waves back. They’re coming in.

Tae and I run up the sand to our towels. I see something floating in the air and try to catch it. It’s a burned leaf. That’s weird.

The wind is blowing harder now and it’s changed direction.


Our neighbours, Mr and Mrs Vozzo, were having a swim too. Mr Vozzo gives me a wave. His shoulders are really red – he must have forgotten his sunscreen.

I turn and see Dad and Sam running up the beach. They grab their towels.

‘Dad, look at the smoke!’ I shout, but my voice catches in my throat and they don’t hear me.

‘Anyone hungry?’ Dad yells.

Tae and Sam nod but I can’t think about food at the moment. I’m too worried – even though no one else seems to be. All I can think about is the imaginary dragon on the mountain ready to breathe fire all over us.
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The wind is blowing so hard now that the trees are bending almost in half. It’s so hot my swimmers are already dry by the time Dad turns into the driveway.

‘Is the fire coming?’ I ask. I’ve been thinking about it the whole way home (which is not very far).

Dad looks at me in the rear-view mirror. ‘I don’t think so, Willa, but we’ll keep an eye on things.’


‘And we’re ready if it does,’ Sam says.

A few weeks ago he and Dad cleaned out the gutters (I helped rake up all the leaves) and Dad has hoses with pressure nozzles on all the taps around the yard. Mum’s got the important things in the house in one place in case she needs to grab them in a hurry too – like photos and some of my hair from when I was a baby. It’s a little blonde curl. I wish my hair was still the same colour, because now it’s just boring mouse brown.

‘Maybe you should have cleaned up the junk pile too,’ I say. Dad ignores me. He’s always telling Mum there’s a lot of useful stuff down there. Personally, I can’t see it.

Tae and I hop out of the car and head inside, with Dad and Sam behind us.


Mum’s in the kitchen. She’s making a salad to have with some cold chicken for lunch. Sam starts buttering bread rolls and Tae sets the table. I still can’t think about eating. I walk around the house, peering out the windows into the street. There’s no one around. It’s too hot and windy for gardening. I head back into the family room and out to the deck.

I can’t see the ridge from here, but I’m imagining that dragon up there, straining to get away – a million times bigger and scarier than the one under the junk pile. The smoke is spreading across the sky and it’s really dark.
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I go back inside. ‘Dad, do you think we should hose down the house?’ He just turned the telly on and now he and Sam and Tae are watching wrestling.


‘No, Willa, it’s okay,’ Dad says. Then he shouts, ‘Body slam him!’ Tae and Sam start their own match on the couch.

No one is listening to me.

‘Do you want me to pack some things?’ I ask Mum, who’s putting dressing on the salad.

‘Why? I thought Tae was staying here tonight. His bag is in your room,’ she says.

‘Because of the fire,’ I say.

Mum looks at me with a frown. ‘Oh, Willa, don’t worry. We’ll get plenty of notice if we have to pack up – and it’s never happened once since your dad and I have lived in Hibiscus Gardens.’

‘Frank says there was a really big one when he was younger,’ I tell her. Mum puts her arm around me and gives me a squeeze.


‘Oh, sweetheart, you need to stop being such a worry wart,’ she says, and kisses the top of my head.

I bite my lip. Warts don’t worry – although when I got a wart on my big toe I worried a lot (until Mum took me to the doctor and he froze it off).

Woof is lying on the floor. He’s hardly raised his head since we got back. I suppose if he’s not worried maybe I should try harder not to be as well.

Mum calls everyone to come for lunch. Dad and Sam and Tae are still glued to the telly until she grabs the remote and switches it off. They all groan but hurry to the table and tuck in.

I pick at my chicken and nibble some lettuce, but I’m still not hungry.
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The wind sounds like a tornado. Woof stands up and walks to the sliding door. I hop up to let him out. He probably needs to go for a wee. (He’s so good, he never does any business in the house – except once when he was really little he pooped in Dad’s shoe. That was gross, especially because Dad didn’t realise until he put it on.)

It looks like it’s raining, but the rain is red. They’re not raindrops. They’re sparks.

‘Dad! Look!’ I shout.

‘Oh, that’s not good,’ Dad says, and jumps up out of his seat. ‘Get the paperwork, Tess, and start packing the car.’

The dragon is on its way.
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Mum runs down the hall to her and Dad’s room. I can hear her opening and closing drawers.

‘Willa, put some clothes in your school backpack and get Tae’s overnight bag too. And find some food for Woof,’ she shouts.

I tell Tae to get Woof’s food and I scramble to my room. I upend my backpack on the bed and find a banana that went missing a couple of weeks ago. Woof sniffs it in disgust and walks away.

I quickly pull out my top drawer and grab all of my undies and four pairs of pyjamas. Next drawer down I take my favourite overalls (that’s six pairs), nine t-shirts and three swimming costumes. It’s hard to know what to pack, so I just stuff as much as I can into the bag. There are some toys I can’t leave behind too.

The last thing I take is my koala diary and pen. They’re really precious. Tae gave them to me for my last birthday. The diary is where I write all my special secrets and plans.
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Woof stops pacing up and down the floor so he can stand up on his back legs and look out the window. He knows there’s something wrong – that’s because he’s the smartest dog in the world.
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I find Tae in the kitchen. He’s taken all the packets of biscuits out of the pantry and piled them on the bench.


‘What are they for?’ I ask.

‘I couldn’t find dog biscuits so I thought human ones would be okay,’ he says.

I point at the bag of kibble on the floor and he gives himself a face palm. I don’t say anything, because neither of us has ever been in an emergency like this before and I don’t think it’s easy for anyone.

I can see Dad in the garden. He’s hosing down the gutters and the roof and wetting the junk pile down the back. Mum will be really mad at him for not cleaning that up if it catches fire.

‘We’ve got to go and get Frank,’ I tell Tae, who nods.

‘Can I call my parents first?’ he asks.

I grab Mum’s phone from the bench and quickly dial Soo-Min’s number.


She says they’re on their way home. I can tell she’s trying hard to sound calm, but her voice is all fluttery. I hand the phone to Tae. He’s nodding and umming and ahhing and then he says, ‘Oh no, Mum says the road’s blocked.’

My mum runs into the room and Tae hands her the phone. She and Soo-Min start making plans and Mum tells Soo-Min that Tae will be perfectly safe with us. The smoke outside is getting thicker. Sparks are flying in the air and the wind is like a tornado.

Dad and Sam are still outside hosing things down. Once she’s off the phone, Mum takes some old t-shirts out for them to cover their mouths and noses. Dad says he’ll go over to Tae’s house to wet things down there too.


I take Tae and Woof and we run to Frank’s place. Mimi and Norman aren’t in the aviary. I knock loudly on the kitchen door before opening it. Frank’s inside with the birds in their travel cage.

‘You have to come to my house,’ I say. The bags under Frank’s eyes are bigger than I ever remember seeing them.

‘We’ll be fine right here, Willa,’ Frank says.

‘No, you won’t,’ I shout. ‘If we’re going to be in trouble I’d rather we were all in trouble together – at my house.’ My tummy feels tight.
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Frank shakes his head. ‘If Mrs Wilson couldn’t order me up to the dining room with all the other old people . . .’ He looks at me and trails off.

‘Oh, all right, Willa, as long as your parents let me help,’ Frank says.

I nod. A minute later we’re in the family room at home. Woof is standing over Mimi and Norman’s cage, protecting them like he did when we found Norman a few months ago. Frank tells Mum we should run the bath. I really don’t think now is the time for that, and I’m about to say so, but then he says it’s to have water on hand if we need to put out any spot fires. We also need to roll up wet towels to put under the doorways.

[image: image]

I look outside. I can see Michael Woods hosing down the front of their house too. At least he’s being helpful for once. His dad’s been really sick, but Mrs Woods says things are starting to get better.

Mr and Mrs Habib are packing loads of stuff into their car. I’m not sure why they’re taking their vacuum cleaner, but I probably shouldn’t have packed my entire beanie bear collection either, and maybe four pairs of pyjamas is too many. It’s hard to know what to take when you’re in a rush.

Suddenly there’s a loud rumbling noise. I can’t tell if it’s the fire or a truck or something else. A few seconds later there’s a spit-spat sound on the roof. Tae and I and Mum and Frank and Woof run out to the back deck. It’s raining! We couldn’t see the storm clouds through all the smoke.

The drops are the size of dinner plates and although they start slowly, soon it’s pelting down. Dad and Sam are dancing around the backyard. Sam squirts Dad with the hose and Dad fires back at him. Tae and Woof and I run down to join them, and then Frank and Mum do too (though Frank’s running is more like hobbling because of his dodgy knees). Frank links arms with Mum and they spin around and around. We’re all soaked and it’s the best thing ever.

Out on the street someone is cheering. It’s Mr Habib. Everyone goes around the front. Mr and Mrs Vozzo are on the footpath with Mrs Tan and Princess (luckily she’s on a lead and hasn’t spotted Tae yet). I can see Angie and Harry Ling and their brand new baby, Ella, on their front porch. Andrea and Lou and their little boy Ben and toddler Layla are cheering and spinning around, trying to catch the rain in their mouths. It’s better that Layla is biting the raindrops than someone’s arm – sometimes I think she’s more fierce than Princess.

Even Mr and Mrs Woods and Michael and Roxy are there. It looks like everyone in the street is out doing a rain dance. Everyone gathers in the middle of the road clapping and cheering. The rain has sent the dragon back to its den. Tomorrow I’m going to make sure that Dad cleans up the junk pile if it’s the last thing I do.
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The rain that put the fire out kept up for a couple of hours. Frank said it was a miracle.

When Soo-Min and Mark finally got home (the traffic was bad because the road was closed for a while) we had a pizza dinner on our back deck. I saw Woof sneak a piece of pepperoni (that’s his favourite topping) but I didn’t tell him off. It’s been a stressful day for everyone. Frank came over again too, though this time he left Mimi and Norman in the aviary. Tae wore his special air crane overalls and boots in honour of the brave helicopter pilots who were helping put out the fire.

Mum ordered gelato as a special treat for dessert. Usually she says it’s too expensive but tonight she decided we deserved a celebration. Sam is dishing it up and Tae and I are helping when Mum’s phone rings. It’s on the charger in the kitchen.

‘Hello, Aunty Jane,’ I answer. ‘Mum’s been trying to call you but we didn’t have any service.’

She’s talking so fast I can’t understand what she’s saying.
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‘Mum,’ I call out, then cover the mouthpiece. ‘I think there must be another wedding disaster.’

Mum rushes in and takes the phone. I can see that she’s shocked. It must be a big problem. Aunty Jane hasn’t been this upset since she decided she’d made the wrong choice about her wedding dress. Maybe she’s changed her mind about my dress (although that wouldn’t be a disaster – it would be a relief).

Mum’s pulling faces and trying to get Aunty Jane to calm down.

Dad’s phone is ringing now too. He answers it and does a lot of umming and ahhing. Then he tells whoever he’s talking to that he’s really sorry and asks if there’s anything he can do.

Sam walks back onto the deck and puts bowls of gelato down in front of Soo-Min, Mark and Frank, and Tae and I carry the other servings out to the table.

‘I’m afraid not everyone got off unscathed in the fire,’ Dad says.

Mum has just hung up and hurries back outside to the deck. ‘Brookside Barn burned to the ground,’ she blurts out.

‘I was just about to say the same thing,’ Dad says.

‘Oh no!’ I gasp. That’s where Aunty Jane is having her wedding. ‘What about the rest of the farm and the cottage next door where Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony live? Are they okay?’ I ask. It’s no wonder Aunty Jane is upset.

‘All fine. It was just the barn. Embers from the big fire on the ridge started a smaller fire in the bush near the showground. The wind pushed it up towards them,’ Dad says.


‘What about the koalas?’ I ask. There’s a colony in the bush next to the showground. Everyone knows about them.

Dad shrugs. ‘I don’t know Willa. We just have to hope they escaped.’

Those poor koalas. They’re so cute and sleepy. I love when we see them in the tops of the trees.

‘I’m afraid there’s more bad news,’ Mum says. ‘Jane had almost everything for the wedding in the dressing room at the back of the barn. She thought it would be easier to keep it all in one place seeing that hers and Anthony’s was the next event. Thank goodness her dress is still at the shop for last-minute alterations.’

‘Was my dress at the barn?’ I ask, a little too hopefully.

Mum gives me a glare. That came out way happier than I meant it to.


‘Yes, Willa, your dress was there,’ Mum says. ‘Your aunty says that the wedding’s off. They can’t afford to replace everything and find a new venue and still go to Italy,’ Mum says. ‘Jane’s devastated.’

I bite my lip. That can’t be the end of it. Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony have to get married. It’s just not fair if they don’t. And I’ll find another dress (or something), but this wedding is going ahead – even if I have to organise it myself.
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On Sunday afternoon, I look at Woof lying on the lounge room floor. ‘Do you want to go for a walk?’ He jumps up and wags his tail. The cool change that saved the town and put out the fire yesterday has hung around so it’s much better weather to go to the dog park. I’d really like it to rain a bit more just to be on the safe side. Sam says that sometimes logs can smoulder inside for days even after they’ve been soaked.

‘Tae, are you coming to the park?’ I call out. He and Sam are in the kitchen. Sam’s been teaching Tae how to stew apples and make pastry.

‘Coming,’ he shouts back. ‘We just have to put the pie in the oven.’

A few minutes later, the three of us head down the street. It’s quiet – I think everyone is exhausted after yesterday. I’m really worried about Aunty Jane. Mum drove up to see her this morning with Grandma. I offered to go too, but Mum said that it was probably best she and Grandma talked to her first to see what they could come up with. I haven’t figured out how to fix the wedding yet, so maybe the grown-ups will have to handle this one.


‘It was so lucky that the rain came yesterday,’ Tae says. ‘I was really scared.’

I reach out to hold his hand and give it a squeeze.

‘Me too,’ I say with a grin. ‘Even though I tried really hard not to show it.’

As we turn the corner to the dog park, I see Robbie. He’s heading towards the showground carrying a big sack.
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‘What’s he up to?’ Tae says and we drop hands. The last thing we need is Robbie teasing me and Tae about being in love. I don’t think he’d understand that people who are just friends can hold hands.

‘Hey!’ I call out. Robbie turns and looks at us. ‘Where are you going?’ I ask. Robbie doesn’t answer. We’ve almost reached him now.

‘I saw you yesterday,’ I tell him. ‘I waved but you didn’t wave back. We were on our way to the beach.’

‘I was going for a walk,’ Robbie says.

‘What are you doing now?’ I ask.

Tae hasn’t said anything, but I think that’s because he’s still a little bit scared of Robbie. I’m not. Robbie is one of those kids who tries to be a lot tougher than he really is (though I still don’t want to be on his bad side, just in case).


Robbie kicks at a stone. ‘It’s a secret. I’ve got to go.’

‘Okay, bye,’ I say and narrow my eyes.

Robbie hurries away, heading towards the showground again.

‘He’s up to something,’ Tae says.

‘Probably,’ I reply. I wonder whether Robbie’s secret is something good or bad.

We reach the park. It’s strangely empty, but I think the dogs of Hibiscus Gardens must still be recovering from the stress of yesterday too.

I look at Tae. ‘This is a bit boring. Do you want to see what Robbie’s up to?’

Tae gulps.

‘What do you think, Woof? Do you feel like being a detective dog?’ I look into his big blue eyes and he smiles at me. I think the answer is definitely yes.
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The three of us head to the showground. I can’t see Robbie anymore, but I can see lots of black trees and burned patches of ground from where the fire went up the hill yesterday.

The showground is where we have our town show every year. It’s one of the best things that happens in Hibiscus Gardens. There are rides and competitions for baking and art and the best vegetables. Last year Mr Habib grew a giant carrot that looked like it had legs.


I’ve been thinking about how I can help Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony. Maybe we could have the wedding at our house? It’s probably not fancy enough, though, and they still need to replace all the things that were lost in the fire. Tae’s quiet too. I don’t know what’s going on in his head.

Suddenly Woof stops dead and sniffs the air. ‘What is it, boy?’ I ask.

We’re standing outside one of the sheds. There’s a lot of them on one side of the showground. They only get used a few times a year. This one is where they put the chickens, ducks and geese at the show. Woof growls, which isn’t like him at all.

‘There must be someone in there,’ Tae whispers.

‘What’s the matter, boy?’ I ask.


Woof presses his nose against the slats on the shed. Tae and I look too. It’s dark inside, but I can just make out a movement. My eyes are slowly getting used to the dark.

‘There is someone,’ Tae whispers.

I can see them now too.

‘It’s okay, you guys, you’re going to be fine,’ I hear a voice say.

‘It’s Robbie,’ I whisper.

Tae nods. ‘Who’s he talking to?’

I shrug.

‘I promise I’ll take care of you. You’ll be safe here.’

I wish we could see properly. Woof growls again, then barks. We don’t have time to run away before Robbie scuffles over and reefs open the door.

‘Are you spying on me?’ he demands.


Tae shakes his head but I nod. There’s no point pretending that we weren’t when we’ve been caught red-handed.

‘Who were you talking to?’ I ask.

‘It’s none of your beeswax. Go home, or I’ll tell my brother how to break into your yard to steal Woof,’ Robbie threatens.

I narrow my eyes at him. ‘No you won’t.’

Tae nudges my shoulder. ‘Come on, Willa, let’s go.’ He sounds scared.

I shake my head and peer inside the shed. I can see something crawling around on the ground.

‘Is that . . . Is that a koala?’ I say. I can’t believe it. I rub my eyes to check that I’m not imagining things, but when I open them the koala is still there.
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‘Shush!’ Robbie exclaims. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’

‘Is that one of the koalas from the bush that got burned? The ones that are missing?’

Robbie nods. ‘I saved them. One has a little burn on his paw and another has some singed fur, but they’re going to be fine. I’ve watched heaps of videos on YouTube about how to look after them. And mostly they just eat and sleep.’

‘You can’t keep native animals for pets,’ Tae replies.

That’s true. We talked about it in class a little while ago.

‘Who says?’ Robbie demands and pulls a face.

‘It’s the law,’ Tae says.

‘Well, they’re mine now and you two had better not blab,’ Robbie says.


‘Or what?’ I say.

Robbie stares at me. I can see that he’s trying to think of something and then he thinks of the worst thing ever.

‘Or I’m going to tell everyone what I read in your diary.’

I lost my diary a few months ago and Robbie was the person who found it.

I gasp. ‘You said you only saw the bit about the party.’

He arches his left eyebrow.

‘It can’t be that bad, Willa. You’re only eight,’ Tae says. That’s what Frank said when my diary was missing.

I turn and look at him. ‘It is that bad.’

My heart starts beating really fast. What if Robbie tells everyone about the poem I wrote for the boy I have a crush on? I can’t risk it.


I take Tae aside and whisper in his ear. ‘If Robbie knows what’s in there my life is over. We have to do what he says.’

Tae bites his lip. ‘Really?’

‘Really,’ I nod.

We walk back to Robbie.

‘So do you promise not to tell?’ Robbie asks.

We nod.

‘All right. You two can help me. Do you know how many gum leaves these guys eat?’ Robbie says. He takes us to the other end of the shed and shines a torch light.

‘Wow!’ Tae and I gasp at the same time. There’s not just one koala – there’s six. Woof makes a strange sound.

Tae looks at me. ‘Did Woof just say, “Oh dear”?’

I look at Tae and then at Woof. ‘I think he did.’











[image: image]





On Monday afternoon, Woof and I walk over to Sunset Views for our weekly visit. I’m still worried about what will happen if anyone finds out about the koalas. Tae says it’s against the law to lock them up. What if we could go to jail?

I try to push the idea out of my head.

When we arrive, Tae is standing in the reception area (this week he’s dressed as a lifesaver in a singlet and thongs with board shorts. He really should be in Speedos, but that would look a bit weird when you’re not at the beach and he’d have nowhere to keep Woof’s treats). Mr Babbar is in the office with Mrs Wilson. She sounds as bossy as ever. Her door is closed but we can still hear every word. Woof barks.
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Mr Babbar comes out and says that we should head off and he’ll catch up. I can tell that he really wants to come with us now, but Mrs Wilson yells out that she doesn’t have all day to finish some spreadsheets. He gives us a grimace and a wave and rushes back inside. I’d hate to work with Mrs Wilson. She’s fierce.


‘Come on, Woof,’ I say. ‘Time to be a support-dog superstar.’ I pin Woof’s badge to his collar and put mine on too. Tae does the same. Woof nudges his pocket and Tae pulls out a treat which Woof gobbles down.
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‘Who should we visit today?’ Tae asks.

‘Mrs Best?’ I say. She makes the best cakes and biscuits and slices (I think she has a crush on Frank, because she bakes for him all the time). The only problem is if her mad cat, Ginger Biscuit the serial killer, is home.

Last time we went to her place, Ginger Biscuit spent the whole time staring at us from the top of the kitchen cupboards. Then, just before we left, he ran outside to wait until we were heading down the garden path, then jumped on Woof from the bushes. We had to wrestle him off, and Tae got hives afterwards from the cat fur.

‘Okay – but if Ginger Biscuit is there we’re leaving,’ Tae says. He’s still traumatised. Small animals seem to have that effect on him. Between Princess (Mrs Tan’s Chihuahua) and Ginger Biscuit, he struggles. Although the koalas seem to like him.

I nod.


We walk to her villa and knock on the door. Mrs Best answers in a flash and invites us in. Her house smells delicious. When we get to the kitchen we see a slice tin on a cooling rack and two cakes as well. Under a big glass dome there’s another chocolate cake with thick brown icing. So far there’s no sign of Ginger Biscuit, but I’m going to ask to be safe. Tae is jiggling up and down on the spot and I really don’t want him to get hives again. Woof looks wary too.
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‘Is Ginger Biscuit around?’ I say.

‘Oh no, dear, the little darling scurried off into the garden a while ago. I’m so glad that you like my boy. There are others who aren’t so kind,’ she replies.
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I feel a bit bad that she really has no idea everyone thinks he’s a menace – us included.

‘What can I get for you two today?’ she asks. ‘I’ve got quite a selection. All that drama over the weekend sent me into a baking frenzy. I have so much I’m going to have to make some deliveries in the morning – I think I’ve got a few treats Frank will like.’

It’s funny, but Frank never invites Mrs Best in for tea – even though he happily takes her cakes. I wonder why that is.

I point at the chocolate cake and Tae says he’ll have the same.

‘One of my favourite recipes,’ she says, lifting the dome and cutting two generous slices.


‘Have you always loved baking, Mrs Best?’ I ask her.

‘Ever since I was a little girl,’ she says. ‘Mr Best and I had a bakery. My favourite thing was making cakes for special occasions.’

I wish I’d known that when we were having Frank’s birthday – although my dad did a fantastic job on the cake for that.

‘Did you make wedding cakes?’ Tae asks as we sit down at the table and tuck into our afternoon tea.

‘Oh, yes, they were my favourites,’ Mrs Best says. ‘Hold on a sec.’

She races down the hallway and returns with three giant photo albums. Inside are pictures of amazing cakes. Some of them are ten layers high with lots of fancy icing and flowers.


Aunty Jane’s cake was being made by the chef at Brookside Barn, but now there’s no kitchen and no barn and no wedding. But . . . wait! I’ve got an idea, and it’s brilliant.

‘Would you still be able to bake a wedding cake?’ I ask.

Mrs Best smiles. ‘Of course, Willa. I quite like those lovely modern cakes with the light icing and just some flowers on top. I could whip that up in no time, especially if it was only a few layers.’

Tae looks at me and grins. He knows what I’m thinking.

‘Can it be chocolate just like this one?’ he asks, licking a blob of icing from the fork. ‘This is the best cake I’ve ever eaten.’
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‘Of course,’ Mrs Best says.

I bite my lip.

‘How much would it cost?’ I ask.

‘That depends on a few things,’ she says. ‘Who’s it for?’

I explain about Aunty Jane and Brookside Barn and how the wedding has been ruined.

‘Oh dear, that’s terrible,’ Mrs Best says. ‘But I tell you what – why don’t I make you a cake, and if you let me come along and see the bride on the day I’m happy to do it for free.’

‘That’s awesome,’ Tae says and I agree. Maybe Aunty Jane can still have her wedding after all.
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‘I need to talk to Aunty Jane,’ I tell Mum when Woof and I get home just after five.

Mum’s busy making dinner. We’re having spaghetti bolognaise – my favourite.

‘Willa, I don’t think that’s a good idea, darling. She’s very upset,’ Mum says. ‘She told your grandmother and I that she wasn’t going to think about the wedding anymore. She’s concentrating on the move to Italy instead.’

‘That’s hardly fair, Mum,’ I say. ‘It’s not just about her. I mean Woof is really excited about being the ring bearer and we’ve been training for ages. He’s going to be so upset.’
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Mum sighs. ‘We’re all disappointed, darling – but your aunty’s been planning this day for a long time and the fire was the last thing she expected. She needs some time.’

‘I’d still really like to talk to her. Please? Can I call her just for a minute?’ I ask again.

‘Oh all right, Willa, but don’t say anything to upset her,’ Mum says.

I take her phone and head to my bedroom, then I dial the number. Aunty Jane immediately starts talking as if I’m Mum, until she finally takes a breath and I get a chance to say it’s me.

I remember what Mum said about Aunty Jane being really upset and how it’s important to acknowledge when people are going through a hard time, so I start with that and then tell her about Mrs Best and her cakes.

I’ve barely finished talking when Aunty Jane tells me that’s the least of her troubles. There’s no venue because everything’s booked out, and finding replacement clothes and decorations this late would be impossible. I’m finding it hard to keep up, and she doesn’t seem very excited about Mrs Best’s cake offer at all like I thought she would be.

Then she says that Grandma is calling her and she has to go. I look at Woof and sigh. There has to be something I can do. It took me no time at all to sort out the cake – surely the rest of it can’t be that hard, no matter what Aunty Jane seems to think.

I tell Mum that I have to go and see Frank for a minute. Sometimes just talking to him helps me work things out. And believe it or not, for someone as ancient as Frank he has a lot of good ideas at times. I grab my koala diary and pen and Woof and I head next door.











[image: image]





‘Willa, you can’t organise everything,’ Frank says. ‘You’re only eight.’

‘Eight and three-quarters,’ I say.

I’ve been telling Frank some of my ideas for Aunty Jane’s wedding but so far he’s not being any help at all. If Miss Wallis was here she’d call him a negative Nellie. ‘I organised your birthday party and you loved that – even if you said you didn’t want one. I know Aunty Jane still wants to have her wedding. She just needs somewhere to hold it.’

Frank is in the middle of making his dinner. He’s cooking potatoes, carrots and broccoli on the stove and there’s sausages in the oven.

‘All right, Willa. So your aunty says that there’s nowhere to have the wedding. Has she asked the surf club?’
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‘Yes, it’s booked out.’

‘What about the bowling club?’
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‘They’ve got a fundraiser.’

‘What about the school hall?’
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I scrunch up my nose.

‘Okay, not the school hall,’ Frank says.


He thinks for a bit longer, then fires another ten places at me. They’re all off the list because Aunty Jane told me she’s tried them too.

‘And before you say the dining room up at the nursing home here, I already asked Mr Babbar and he said that the Oldings are having their sixtieth wedding anniversary party on the same weekend as the wedding, so it’s out as well.’

Frank drains the potatoes. I get butter and milk from the fridge and put them on the bench beside him. He smiles at me. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’d better go home. We’re having spag bol for dinner,’ I say.

‘Delicious,’ Frank says. ‘And don’t worry, Willa. Something will turn up. If your aunty’s meant to get married, she will.’


Woof gets up from where he’s been lying in front of the television watching his favourite late afternoon game show. He gets excited when people win the big money. There’s always a news bulletin before the last bit.

A lady is on the television talking about the fire that started near the showground – they don’t think the local koala colony survived. I feel sick. I want to tell her that they did and they’re alive and well in the chook shed at the showground.
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Yesterday at school, Robbie made Tae and I collect gum leaves all lunchtime. He told me that he knew about my secret crush, which is the only reason I agreed to do it. But he can’t keep those koalas hostage forever, even if he says it’s his only opportunity to have a pet because his mum and dad won’t let him have one at home.

I have to think of a way make him agree to let them go, and soon. The pressure is killing me, and I’m worried that Tae is going to crack and tell his parents.

Frank is standing in front of the television with a tea towel slung over his shoulder.

‘Speaking of the showground, what about the hall there for the wedding?’ Frank says. ‘It scrubs up well for the show ball each year.’


That was one place Aunty Jane didn’t mention. I feel excited and then I remember it’s really close to where the koalas are. I’m trying to think but Frank’s still talking.

‘Mrs Pickles and I used to go every year, until she got sick,’ Frank says. ‘You should have seen us on the dance floor. We were like Fred and Ginger.’

‘Who are they?’ I ask, then wish I hadn’t when Frank launches into a speech about some old people who danced in movies a lot. I’m having a hard time imagining Frank dancing at all – especially with his dodgy knees.
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‘Those were the days,’ he says, a smile on his lips. ‘Anyway, Willa, you should mention it to your Aunty Jane.’

‘I will,’ I say. The hall at the showground could be the perfect solution – either that or it will be the end of everything.
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After dinner, Mum has to go to a P&C meeting at school. Dad, Sam and I have been left to do the washing up. Dad says he’d rather do that a thousand times than have to go to a P&C meeting.

I think he’s right. Mum took me one time and I had to read a book at the back of the classroom. It was really boring until two of the mums got into an argument about their kids being bullies. They started calling each other names and one of them pulled the other one’s hair. Mr Newton had to tell them to leave. I’m not surprised their kids are bullies the way they were acting.

‘Do you think Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony’s wedding is definitely off?’ I ask while I’m drying up a plate.

‘Sounds like it,’ says Sam. He was meant to be an usher (I think that means someone who shows people to their seats).

‘I know your mother and grandmother are still trying to talk her round,’ Dad says. ‘I was having a chat with Uncle Anthony earlier and he really wants the wedding to go ahead. There has to be somewhere they can hold it.’

‘What about the hall at the showground?’ I ask. I’ll work something out with the koalas – Aunty Jane’s wedding is more important than Robbie blabbing my secrets. ‘Frank says that it always looked lovely for the show ball when he and Mrs Pickles used to go.’

Dad grins. ‘That’s a great idea, Willa. I bet your aunty hasn’t even thought of that.’

I smile. ‘Now we just have to get some decorations and clothes.’

‘Maybe we can all help get things back on track,’ Dad says enthusiastically.

This is the best plan ever. ‘Mrs Best already said that she can bake the cake. She used to make wedding cakes for her job.’
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‘Maybe she can give me some tips,’ Dad says. ‘I don’t think I’d want to try one without some practice.’

I’m sure Mrs Best would love that. ‘Off you go, Dad,’ I say and pass the tea towel to Sam. ‘You need to talk to Uncle Anthony right now – we’ve only got a few days.’

Woof makes a funny noise which sounds like, ‘Get moving’. Sam, Dad and I look at each other and laugh.

‘See – Woof doesn’t want to miss out on his job either,’ I say. Dad hurries away to make the call.
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I am so excited! The wedding is back on and the best part is that Aunty Jane doesn’t even know. She won’t have to worry about anything because Uncle Anthony has taken charge of everything (with lots of help from me, Dad, Sam, Mum and Grandma).

He’s just been telling Aunty Jane to concentrate on the move to Italy and that they’ll be able to get married one day, when it’s less stressful. Making it a surprise could backfire on him but he says he has a good feeling. I hope he’s right.

The wedding is going to be on the beach and the reception will be at the hall at the showground. I don’t have anything to wear, but I’ve got some ideas – and none of them look like a meringue. Mum says that she’s going to pick up Aunty Jane’s dress from the shop and bring it to our house, ready for the weekend. It was lucky Aunty Jane had her last fitting before the fire.

Uncle Anthony said that I could invite Mrs Best, and Frank too because it was his idea to use the hall. I’m surprised Frank said he’d come but he told me he wouldn’t miss it for the world. Tae and his parents were already coming, because Tae’s dad, Mark, is good friends with Anthony.


On Monday after school I had to go to the dentist, so Woof and Tae and I couldn’t do our usual after-school visit to Sunset Views. Then on Tuesday I dropped in to see Mrs Best about the cake. Uncle Anthony came too and she showed him a picture of what she was planning. It’s going to be amazing. Then on Wednesday Robbie made us help him with the koalas.

Now it’s Thursday, and Tae, Woof and I are doing a makeup visit to Sunset Views. This week, Tae’s person of greatness is a man called Steve Irwin. He was a wildlife warrior who used to jump on crocodiles and rescue animals. His family owns a zoo. Tae reckons he’ll be better at looking after the koalas if he’s channelling Steve, but I’m not sure about that. It might just draw attention to us, which is the last thing we need.
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Mr Babbar comes out to meet us when we arrive in reception. He’s wearing a lovely blue turban and has a handkerchief in his pocket to match. He looks really smart, but really tired. He’s getting eye bags like Frank. I think that must be from Mrs Wilson bossing him around all the time.

‘Good afternoon, children. And how is my favourite support-dog superstar?’ Mr Babbar leans down to give Woof a pat.

Woof nuzzles his hand and Mr Babbar gives him a treat from his pocket.

‘Don’t tell Mrs Wilson – these are her favourite biscuits. I snuck them out of her special tin,’ he whispers.


‘What did you say, Mr Babbar?’ Mrs Wilson barks.

I don’t know how she does it. She wasn’t there a second ago and clearly none of us heard her high heels coming.

Mrs Wilson stares at me and Tae and Woof. ‘Haven’t you lot got somewhere to be?’ She turns to Mr Babbar. Her caterpillar eyebrows, Bert and Hilda, look as if they’re about to have a fight. ‘And they can go on their own – we’ve got work to do.’

Mr Babbar frowns. I know he wants to come, but there’s no escaping Mrs Wilson – especially when she’s in stealth mode.

We decide to go and see Mrs Scott first. She doesn’t have hip hop classes on Thursday afternoon so there’s a chance she might be home (although she does keep very busy).


I knock on the door and wait.

Inside there’s a shuffling sound, and then Mrs Scott opens the door. She gives Woof and Tae and me a big smile. She must have been out somewhere fancy because she’s wearing a dress with flowers on it and her hair is all puffy.

‘Hello, you lot,’ she says.

She leads us to the kitchen and family room at the back of her villa. It’s different to Frank’s – much bigger.

Mrs Scott gets some glasses out of the cupboard and a bottle of lemonade from the fridge.

‘Excuse the mess,’ she says. ‘I started packing up when the fire was coming but then it was all a bit overwhelming. Especially when Mrs Wilson came and said that we had to get to the dining room or she was going to lock the doors. You’d think that woman owned the place, the way she carries on. I’ve been so busy since then with pottery lessons and dance classes and today I had a garden party to attend – I just haven’t had time to put everything away again.’

I nod my head. Mrs Scott’s house is usually super tidy, but at the moment there’s material and patterns and little containers full of buttons everywhere. There are clothes too, but some of them look as if they’re not quite finished.

‘Do you like sewing?’ I ask.


[image: image]

Mrs Scott smiles. ‘Oh yes, Willa. That’s what I did for my job before I retired – I made patterns and clothes. I made the dress I’ve got on.’

Tae tells her it’s very nice. Mrs Scott winks at him. She thinks Tae is handsome like his father, but I can’t see it.


‘I can make just about anything,’ she says.

And that’s when the idea hits me. ‘You can make anything?’ I say.

Mrs Scott nods.

‘How fast?’ I ask.

‘Oh, I’ve been known to run up a dress in a day,’ she replies.

I explain to Mrs Scott what happened at Brookside Barn and how I don’t have anything to wear for the wedding. Tae looks at me and grins. Woof does too.

‘In that case, Willa,’ Mrs Scott says, ‘I think we need to get started.’
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With my outfit for the wedding sorted, I can think about my final problem – the koalas. Luckily I have an idea as Tae and I are walking home from Sunset Views.

‘Do you really think that will work?’ he asks after I tell him about it.

‘It has to. We can’t keep them locked up forever. Someone is going to find out, and then we’ll all be in big trouble,’ I say.


Tae flinches. He hates getting in trouble even more than I do.

I yell out to Mum that Tae and I are taking Woof for a quick run. I know she’ll think we’re going to the dog park, but we head to the showground instead. I really hope that Robbie’s not there. He told us we had to come and help him again this afternoon but I said we were busy. Hopefully he’s gone home by now.

We sneak up to the shed. It’s quiet inside, and when we peer through the slats it doesn’t look like anyone’s there.

‘So we just open the door and let them escape?’ Tae asks. That’s what my plan is. It’s perfect – Robbie won’t know it was us, and no one will know it was him keeping them.

I nod. ‘We’ll have to give them a bit of encouragement, but hopefully they’ll go back to the bush – the bit that didn’t get burned.’

Tae bites his lip. ‘What if they run the other way, out onto the road?’

I hadn’t thought of that. ‘Woof can round them up – like a sheepdog,’ I say.

‘But he’s a wolfhound, Willa,’ Tae says.

‘He’s still a dog, and he’s really smart. I know he’ll help us,’ I reply. I look at Woof and think really hard to send messages from my brain to his about what he has to do. He makes a funny noise that I’m pretty sure means he understands. He really is the cleverest dog in the world.
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We let ourselves into the shed. All of the koalas are asleep – seriously, I think they take more naps than the residents at Sunset Views. We’ll have to wake them up and hope they go the right way. It’s starting to get dark. We don’t have long to let the koalas out and get back home, or Mum will be worried.

I take a little branch of gum leaves and hold it under the biggest koala’s nose. She has the cutest little baby on her back.
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The mama sniffs and takes a nibble, then starts to follow me as I slowly back away.

It’s working. Tae grabs another branch and two more koalas wake up and follow him.

When she reaches the open door, the big mama koala makes a growling sound. The last two koalas wake up and go to her.

‘Time to head home,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry Robbie kept you locked up all week. He meant well, but he’s a bit of a bonehead sometimes.’

Tae laughs.

The koalas head in the direction of the bush. It’s lucky there’s a big patch that the fire didn’t touch.

Woof doesn’t have to do a thing – it’s as if the koalas know they’re going home.


We watch until the mama koala, her baby still on her back, reaches the first gum tree. She scoots up high. She’s a much faster climber than I thought she’d be. Soon the others are all up the tree with her in different branches. It’s lucky it’s a really big tree.

I am so happy . . .

Until I hear someone yelling.

‘Hey!’

It’s Robbie. I think he’s just realised that the koalas are missing.

Tae and Woof and I charge into the bush. We don’t want Robbie to see us, or he’ll know we let them out. Luckily we can stay out of sight along the creek all the way home.
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‘Hi, Frank,’ I say. Woof and I head through his back door.

It’s Aunty Jane’s wedding day – even if she doesn’t know it yet. I can see Frank’s suit is hanging on the handle of the linen cupboard in the hall. I think he’s as excited as I am – which is a bit weird, because Frank doesn’t usually get that excited about anything.

‘Morning, Willa, morning, Woof,’ Frank says. ‘Ready for a big day?’ He’s sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspaper.

I sit down and nod. ‘I can’t wait for Aunty Jane to get to our house. Hopefully she likes the surprise.’

Frank nods. ‘I think she’ll love it.’ He puts the newspaper down and a headline catches my eye.
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LOCAL BOY FINDS MISSING KOALA COLONY

‘Can I see that for a second?’ I ask Frank. He passes me the paper and I scan the story.

‘Isn’t that lovely news about the koalas?’ Frank says. ‘Apparently there was a wildlife officer doing a patrol and that lad, Robbie, had just found them – he yelled and caught her attention. Said he’d been out searching for them every day since the fire. He even got himself a reward.’

My jaw drops. ‘That little . . .’

‘What’s the matter, Willa?’ Frank asks. I shake my head. If Robbie tries to blackmail me with what he read in my diary again, then I can say I’ll tell everyone the truth about the koalas and his reward will get taken back. That should stop him from blabbing.

It’s no wonder he didn’t say anything about the koalas disappearing to me and Tae at school yesterday.

‘Never mind. I’ll tell you one day when I’m not so mad,’ I say.
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‘They’re here!’ I yell from the lounge room. Mum tells me to shush.

I’m so excited my tummy feels like there’s a thousand butterflies having a boxing match inside. I hope Aunty Jane is going to be okay with everything Uncle Anthony’s planned.

Aunty Jane’s hairdresser and makeup artist are set up in Mum and Dad’s bedroom, and Mrs Scott and her sewing kit are in the kitchen. She’s here in case there are any last minute changes needed to Aunty Jane’s dress. She’s coming to the wedding now too.

My new flower-girl outfit is the best. I hope Aunty Jane likes it. (Uncle Anthony said it was perfect.)
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‘What are you lot up to?’ Aunty Jane says as she walks through the front door. She gives mum a kiss.

Mum’s already had her hair blow dried, but the hairdresser covered it up with a scarf so it wouldn’t give everything away. Mum looks like a little old lady.

Aunty Jane looks at Mum, then at me, a half smile on her lips. ‘What’s going on?’


I shrug and Mum doesn’t say a word either. That’s the signal for Woof, who’s standing behind me.

He trots over to Aunty Jane. He’s wearing his wedding coat and there’s a note pinned to his collar. It says Jane on the envelope.

Aunty Jane is frowning. She takes the envelope and opens it, and starts to cry almost straight away. I wonder what Uncle Anthony has written.
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‘Is he joking?’ Aunty Jane looks up at me and Mum.

‘No. He’s super serious,’ I tell her.

Aunty Jane bursts into tears again.

‘He’s done all this – for me?’ she says, and I realise that for once they’re happy tears.

Grandma’s walked in from the kitchen where she was hiding until Aunty Jane read her note.

We all nod.

‘So, my dear daughter, do you want to get married today or not?’ Grandma says. From the way she says it I don’t think she’s really giving Aunty Jane a choice.

Aunty Jane nods, and seconds later I’m in the middle of the best group hug ever. I wriggle out and run to the back deck to give Dad a thumbs up. He calls Uncle Anthony and tells him that it’s all stations go.
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I don’t think I’ve ever seen Aunty Jane look so happy. When she and Uncle Anthony said their vows on the beach it looked like there were sunbeams coming out of her face. Uncle Anthony was smiling so much you’d have thought he’d won the lotto too.

I love my outfit, and so does Aunty Jane. Mrs Scott has this machine called a Bedazzler that puts sparkles on everything. I have sparkly blue overalls, a sparkly peach top and sparkly white sandshoes with peach bows.

(And it was just as well that I had my sandshoes on too, because Woof saw his best sausage-dog friend Link at the same time he was supposed to be delivering the rings and he took off to play. I had to chase after him and I would never have caught up if I had to wear silly sandals. The rings could have been lost in the sand – although Mr Habib has a metal detector and he’s always down here in the summer finding rings and car keys and bottle tops, so maybe not.)
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The ceremony didn’t take very long – which is good because I’m starving and Dad says that the food is going to be amazing. The chef from Brookside Barn is doing all the cooking in the big kitchen at the showground hall. Dad says that Mrs Best’s cake is perfect too.

The hall looks gorgeous. There’s fairy lights and flowers everywhere. A band is getting ready to play on the stage. I can’t wait to taste Mrs Best’s cake, which is sitting on a special table off to the side of the dance floor. It looks amazing.
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Everyone is smiling. I overhear Mrs Scott telling Mrs Best that Tae is adorable in his white shirt with a blue bow tie, beige shorts and his favourite red and blue joggers. ‘Just like his father,’ Mrs Best says. I grin. Maybe she does have a point.

When Aunty Jane and Uncle Anthony arrive, everyone cheers and claps. She looks so beautiful.

Soon it’s time for the dancing. Tae and I look at each other and giggle. I hope he’s not going to ask me.

Frank is sitting at the end of our table. He stands up. ‘Willa, will you do me the honour of this dance?’

I look at him in surprise.

‘What about your knees?’ I ask.

‘They’ll be fine,’ he says.

I frown at Tae, who smiles. Soo-Min has just asked him to dance too.


Frank takes my hand and we head out on the floor. ‘Just follow my lead,’ he says. Soon we’re spinning around and doing steps I never knew I could do. Frank is a really good dancer – maybe even the best one here.

I think I’ve changed my mind about weddings – it turns out they can be lots of fun after all. I hold on tight and Frank spins me around and around again.
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