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      In memory of Stumpy the koala who
was sadly killed by a dog.
      

      
      For Denise, who gave me so much
information and advice.
      

      




      
      
      One

      
      ‘It’s going to be hot today,’ said Meg as she spooned up the last of her cornflakes.

      
      Dad scratched his head, looked up at the blue sky, and frowned. ‘Yep, looks like a real scorcher.’

      
      ‘And there’s a total fire ban: I saw it on the news,’ said Mike quietly.

      
      The Green family were eating breakfast on the porch of Animal Haven, a big sprawling house with humans living in the front
         and animals out the back, although some of the animals, like Oscar the owl and Fur Bag the possum, and a large easy-going Labrador
         called Alice, sort of lived with the humans.
      

      
      Mike and Meg were twins. Their younger brother Mark was the biggest mischief maker in the family. Right now he was secretly
         feeding his toast to Alice who was under the table crunching it up. Alice was supposed to be on a diet because, like most
         Labradors, she put on weight easily. And like most Labradors she was greedy and didn’t know when to stop eating!
      

      
      ‘Do you think there’ll be any bushfires?’ he asked as Mum raised her eyebrows at the crunching noises.

      
      ‘Alice! OUT!’

      
      Looking guilty, Alice snuffled off with her tail between her legs. But Mark didn’t look guilty at all.

      
      Dad looked up at the sky again. ‘The forecast’s for thirty knot winds, gusting to forty. Hot northerlies. Not good.’

      
      
      ‘It’s so calm right now,’ said Meg. ‘It’s hard to believe it’s going to be windy.’

      
      ‘See those streaky white clouds? High up? There’s wind up there all right.’

      
      Mr Green had been brought up on a farm near the Murray River in northern Victoria. Like most farmers he knew how to look for
         weather signs—plants, trees, animals, birds, insects—they all seemed to know that things were happening before humans and
         their computers did. Even the ants got super busy if rain was coming.
      

      
      ‘We won’t get a bushfire. We haven’t had one in this area for thirty years,’ said Mum, who’d been born and bred in Boyer,
         the nearest town to Benwerrin State Park. ‘The main thing we have to do today is keep the animals cool and make sure they’re
         comfortable.’
      

      
      Mike and Meg were Aussie Angels. Their job was to help Dad rescue injured, abandoned or confused animals and then help Mum
         look after them. Dad had jokingly called them Aussie Angels one night when they’d been carefully cleaning thick oil off a fairy penguin they’d found on the beach, and it had turned around and savagely pecked
         them.
      

      
      The name stuck. They were written up in the paper when they helped get a kitten out of a stormwater drain. The headlines said,
         ‘Aussie Angels Save Kitten’. So even at school they got called the Angels, but in the nicest possible way, because their classmates
         always came to them for advice about their pets. Except for Boris Boola and the School Rulers. This gang thought they were
         so cool. They wrote School Rulers all over everything.
      

      
      ‘Huh. They should write School Losers,’ said Mike when he saw it on the wall of the bus shelter.
      

      
      Both the twins were popular with their classmates. Mike could kick a footy through the goal posts with his eyes shut and Meg
         could swim like a dolphin and win races for the school. The teachers liked them too, even though Meg talked too much and Mike
         was untidy with his schoolwork and kept losing things.
      

      
      But if Meg and Mike were Aussie Angels then Mark was a little Aussie Devil because he was always in trouble. If he found a
         pebble he wanted to throw it and if he saw an engine he wanted to fiddle with it. Every puddle had to be jumped into and if
         he saw something high he wanted to climb it or swing from it. And as far as he was concerned mud was for rolling in. He would
         never hurt the animals or birds, just things like windows, bikes, shed doors, trucks. Or clotheslines. Or himself. Right now he was grounded from going beyond the front gate because he’d busted the rotary clothesline trying to launch himself
         into the air like Superman.
      

      
      At the moment Animal Haven was rather crowded. Hanging in sleeping bags were two joeys, orphaned by car accidents which had
         killed their mothers. There was a koala cub who’d got attacked by a fox and who was now clinging to a small gum tree in the
         big pen, an emu with a sore neck who’d been found mysteriously marching down a major road in Melbourne, a flying fox with a broken
         wing living upside down in the peach tree, a lizard with a missing leg, a cockatoo with an overgrown beak waiting for surgery,
         and two very confused baby possums cuddled together in a sports bag brought in by someone the night before, waiting for Uncle
         Pete to come and check them out.
      

      
      ‘I’m glad it’s the weekend,’ said Mike, who loved messing about at Animal Haven. School was okay but he preferred to be with
         the animals. The only reason he did his homework at all was because one day he wanted to be a vet like Uncle Pete, and you
         had to have good marks.
      

      
      Meg nodded. She loved the weekends, too. When they weren’t busy with the animals they could walk to Shelly beach and look
         for cowries and other things that had been washed up by the sea. Her dream was to find a Paper Nautilus shell, but they were
         very rare. They only got washed up on the shore after strong southeasterly winds, and that didn’t happen very often.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Dad pushed his chair back, stood up and reached for his hat. ‘I’d better get going. There’s the koalas up at Grey
         River that I want to check out.’
      

      
      Ten years earlier, koalas had been culled from Phillip Island and brought to the Otways. Mark leaned forward, his eyes shining.

      
      ‘Tell us the story again, Dad.’

      
      ‘You’ve heard that one a million times,’ Meg chided, but she grinned at her little brother as she said it. Dad told wonderful
         stories, and they never got tired of hearing about the Grey River koalas as well as all his adventure tales. Dad looked at
         his watch.
      

      
      ‘We really should be going,’ he said, looking at Mike and Meg, which meant they were going to help him on a job.

      
      ‘Oh, go on, Dad.’

      
      ‘You could just about tell it in your sleep,’ he said, ruffling Mark’s hair. ‘Well okay. It was like this.’

      
      
      He perched on the edge of his chair and tipped his hat back from his forehead.

      
      ‘The Phillip Island koalas lived on small gum trees. They were breeding fast and eating too many leaves, so they were running
         out of food. You know how much one koala can eat!’
      

      
      The Angels nodded. Koalas might be small furry creatures but they ate gum leaves all night and sometimes when they woke up
         in the day time they had a nibble, too. It didn’t take long for them to strip a whole tree bare. Occasionally they would nibble
         a wattle tree or other native bush, but they were fussy eaters and gum leaves were their favourite food. To make things more
         complicated they only liked certain types of gum leaves, so those trees got a real chewing over.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ said Dad, ‘some were loaded into crates and brought here in the back of a truck. Tom was the ranger here then and
         his job was to help relocate the koalas and find the best spot to release them into the forest. He went with the other rangers
         up to the Grey River reserve, found some lovely big mountain gums with trunks even taller than electricity poles, then the thirty koalas were let
         out of the cages. He swears they all stood there scratching their heads as the truck drove off.’
      

      
      ‘They were thinking that the trees were too tall,’ said Mark, ‘because they’d been used to small ones.’

      
      ‘Anyway, it started raining and it poured for a week. Everyone always says it rains more here than anywhere else and the rain
         drips off the leaves three hundred and sixty five days a year.’
      

      
      ‘Except now,’ said Meg. ‘In summer with a northerly.’

      
      Dad poured himself another cup of tea from the fat brown pot.

      
      ‘Old Tom thought he’d better go and check on the koalas. He knew they wouldn’t mind the rain, because they’ve got the thickest
         fur of any pouched animal and they just curl up into a forked branch with their backs to the rain and snooze. So he drove
         up the Grey River road in his ute and got out to check. Not a koala to be seen. So he walked into the forest and searched and searched
         but he couldn’t find any of them. Now, he was getting pretty worried. What if a fox had got them? And his boss back in Melbourne
         was going to be really mad if fifteen koalas had disappeared! Kicking at the ground as he walked, he returned to his ute.
         And there in the back were the fifteen koalas, arms folded, legs crossed, waiting to be taken to some small trees in a warm
         place.’
      

      
      ‘So did he do it?’ asked Mark, who already knew the answer would be weird.

      
      ‘No. He drove them home to his place, gave them all some hot chocolate and let them watch South Park,’ said Dad with a wink.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Dad, koalas don’t drink hot chocolate,’ giggled Mark. ‘They don’t watch TV. And they’d freak out if they watched South Park.’
      

      
      Every time Dad told the story he gave it a different ending. He had the koalas going surfing, off to the movies, visiting
         relatives in the zoo, going bike riding—some endings were crazier than others.
      

      
      ‘It’s not really true,’ said Meg, which she said every time. ‘It’s a bush yarn.’
      

      
      Dad’s bush yarns were great. Everyone said he had to write a book.

      
      ‘Then there wouldn’t be any bush yarns to tell,’ Dad would say, ‘because everyone would have read them. What would I do for
         a party trick?’
      

      
      He stood up again and pushed his hat firmly back into place. ‘Time to work,’ he said.

      
      ‘Can I come too?’ asked Mark hopefully.

      
      ‘Mate, you’re grounded, remember? You’re on feeding duty. But I’ll need Meg and Mike to help me check on the numbers. Last
         count there were thirty seven just along the road and some mothers had cubs in their pouches.’
      

      
      ‘There must be heaps further back in the forest,’ said Mike, looking excited, because it meant that they’d be trekking through
         the bush and he loved that. They’d each take a small rucksack with a water bottle and some snacks. He liked it better when they went out overnight but this would still be
         fun. Who knew what they might find?
      

      
      ‘Is this the best day to do it?’ Mum looked worried. ‘A hot northerly wind and high fire danger?’
      

      
      ‘I’m also going to check that no one’s left any camp fires burning,’ said Dad. ‘I’m not taking any chances. The embers could
         still be warm even after a week. It only takes one to blow onto dry grass in a northerly and we’ve got trouble. I’ll drive
         right round the perimeter, which is why I’m leaving now. That way I’m killing two birds with one stone.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not allowed to throw stones or kill things,’ said Mark crossly. ‘So how come you’re allowed to kill two birds with one
         stone?’
      

      
      ‘It’s an old saying,’ said Mum. ‘It means do two things at once. Which is what you’re going to do. You’re going to do the
         dishes and feed the animals. Right now!
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