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CHAPTER ONE


‘Charlie! What on Earth?’


Charlie looked up from where she was crouching on her bedroom floor and saw her mother standing in the doorway, her eyes wide with horror. 


‘I thought we talked about this,’ Mum said. Her voice was strained, like she was trying not to sound too mad.


Charlie turned back to see chaos in front of her. Books and clothes and cushions were strewn everywhere, grain was all over the floor and her desk chair was lying on its side. In the middle of all the mess were three tiny joeys with soft fluffy fur, tall pointy ears and enormous dark brown eyes. They blinked innocently up at Mum, their little black noses twitching. 


‘You know we can’t look after them here,’ Mum said. ‘You’ve got school. I’ve got work. Baby kangaroos need a lot of attention. Leave it for someone else.’


‘There is no-one else!’ Charlie protested. 


Mum and Charlie had only been in Silver Gum for a week and already Charlie had saved three joeys. It was common for kangaroos to be orphaned out here, Nan had told her. Car accidents, other animals, hunting. Joeys couldn’t survive on their own so Charlie had brought all three of them home. Now they were in her room, knocking over all her things and scattering the grain Charlie had bought from the pet store with her pocket money. 


Mum sighed. 


The littlest joey tried to hop up Mum’s leg but ended up rolling backwards; its feet, which seemed way too big compared to the rest of its body, flung into the air. 


Charlie giggled at the sight of it. ‘See how cute they are?’ 


‘No-one’s denying their cuteness,’ Mum said. She sighed again, a sigh that meant she was giving up. For now. ‘And, Charlie, while I’m here, I had a call from someone today and they weren’t happy. Who do you think that might have been?’ 


Charlie ignored her. She lifted the joey up, putting him back on his feet. ‘I think we should call him Max. What do you think?’ 


‘Starts with S, rhymes with cool,’ Mum continued.


‘I only left a tiny bit early!’ Charlie exclaimed. ‘And it sucked.’ 


‘I know it’s hard starting at a new school in a new place,’ Mum said gently.


That was an understatement. 


‘I hate it here,’ Charlie cried. ‘This whole town sucks. It’s boring and dusty and the beach is a billion hours away.’


‘You know this is your Country too, right?’ Mum replied, looking hurt. 


Silver Gum, a small town in the Northern Territory, was where Mum had grown up. It was so far away they’d never even visited. It may as well have been a whole other planet.


‘Dad’s Country is also my Country,’ Charlie pointed out, thinking of their old home in Broome where Dad was from. Charlie had spent her whole life there. ‘You don’t even care,’ she added angrily, wishing more than anything that they could go back in time, back to before. 


‘Of course I care,’ Mum said. ‘You don’t think I miss it – miss him – too?’


‘Why’d we leave then?’


‘Because I can’t do it on my own, Charlie.’ Mum’s voice cracked. ‘I needed to come home.’


‘Broome is our home,’ Charlie said. ‘My school is there. All our friends are there. There’s no-one here.’


‘Nan and Grandad are here. I’m here.’


‘I wish Dad was here and not you.’


Mum flinched as though Charlie had slapped her. 


‘Well, he’s not. It’s just me now. So please clean up this mess.’ Mum slipped quietly out of the room, closing the door behind her. 


Charlie kicked at a pile of books on the floor. 


She grabbed her dad’s old AFL jacket from the end of her bed and stomped through the house and out the front door, slamming it behind her. She stopped to look down at the logo on the back of Dad’s grey jacket: a kangaroo leaping mid-air to catch a ball. With a sigh, she put it on over her shoulders even though it was miles too big and started walking.


She walked until she reached the only place in Silver Gum she actually wanted to be. She’d discovered it the day they’d arrived in town – endless plains of red dirt dotted with shrubs and trees as far as you could see. She liked that it was away from town and everyone in it. She liked how peaceful it was with just the soft rustling of gum trees in the wind, birds singing and the hum of insects buzzing.


And most of all, she liked knowing that this was where the pathways met – the makeshift roads kangaroos used to run from place to place. Dad had told her about it, said they connected all the way back to his Country. Kinda like a kangaroo highway, he’d said. And you know the red kangaroo is our totem, right, Charlie? They’re really special to us.


Charlie rolled Dad’s sleeves up past her wrists and breathed in deeply. With her eyes fixed on the horizon, she crouched, pressing her hands into the earth. She put one bare foot flat on the ground and stretched her other leg back, her heel raised and ready. She looked up, scanning the plains in front of her. 


She waited, still and silent. 


Then, she felt it in the ground. A soft, distant thumping. 


The thumping got louder, a faint but steady beat that made the ground pulse. Charlie felt it in her chest. As soon as she could sense their nearness, she launched her body forward, a mob of huge red kangaroos bounding up behind her. They ran around her, like a rushing river, their strong legs moving in unison. Charlie didn’t feel fear, only wonder. She ran as fast as she could, her legs flying like pistons. 


As fast as she was, she wasn’t fast enough to keep up with the kangaroos. They quickly overtook her, running off and disappearing into the distance, leaving Charlie in a cloud of red dust. 


She slowed down and then stopped, doubling over, gasping for air. 


‘One day, Dad,’ she said between breaths. ‘One day I’ll be fast enough.’
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CHAPTER TWO


Charlie trudged back home, her face red from running and the warm air, her heart still pounding in her chest. She headed straight for the kitchen for a glass of water. Mum, Nan and Grandad were sitting huddled on the same side of the kitchen table watching something on Mum’s laptop. Whatever they were watching was making them shake their heads in perfect sync. 


‘Can you believe this?’ Nan exclaimed, looking like she, for one, could not believe it. 


‘Thinks he’s king of the world,’ Grandad added gruffly. 


Charlie craned her neck, trying to see what they were looking at without them noticing. 


‘Come watch with us.’ Mum beckoned. ‘It’s some weather guy from Sydney. He’s—’


‘No thanks.’ Charlie cut her off. She tipped the rest of her water down the sink then walked to her bedroom. She slunk down onto the floor and scooped up the smallest joey. The other two would be big enough to set free before school tomorrow, but there was no way this joey, the one she’d called Max, was ready to make it on his own. ‘I saw your mob,’ she told him. ‘You’ll be back with them before you know it. As soon as you’re big enough.’ She nuzzled into his soft fur. ‘Lucky you.’


Later, when she heard Mum’s bedroom door close and the house grow quiet, she tiptoed back out of her room into the darkened living room, Max still cradled in her arms. She sat down at the kitchen table in front of Mum’s laptop. Charlie opened it, her curiosity getting the better of her. The internet browser was still open to the video of a man on Bondi Beach wearing a collared shirt. He was holding a microphone and standing next to a lifeguard. 


Charlie hit play on the video. 


‘As a weatherman,’ the man in the collared shirt was saying, ‘I’ve been thrown into a lot of life-threatening situations, so yeah, I’ve had the word “hero” flung at me. But you guys! You’re the real heroes. What’s the secret, Jonesy?’


Jonesy looked at him blankly. ‘I don’t know whether we’re heroes or not, we just … we keep people safe.’


They were interrupted suddenly by a loud, shrill whistle and people shouting. The camera turned away from Jonesy and the weatherman to the beach where something was floundering in the shallow rockpool. 


‘It’s a baby dolphin!’ Charlie heard Jonesy say. ‘It’s trapped.’ 


The camera zoomed in closer and, sure enough, a tiny dolphin was thrashing in the water. 


‘On me!’ a voice yelled and the video panned back to the weatherman who was running towards the water, gesturing for the cameraman to follow.


‘Don’t touch it!’ Jonesy yelled. 


But the weatherman ignored him and bent down, putting his arms around the dolphin. ‘I got you, brother,’ he said. ‘Hang in there.’ He picked up the dolphin and began wading to the edge of the rockpool with the dolphin in his arms. 


‘Stop! Bring it back!’ the lifeguard shouted. ‘We’ve called ORRCA, the ocean rescue people. They’re on their way.’


‘Time to go home, mate,’ the weatherman told the dolphin, then lowered it into the open sea. The dolphin started swimming away, and the weatherman turned to face the camera again. ‘He’s free!’ he cheered. 


The camera swung to take in the crowd that had formed – a huge group of people in swimmers and sunhats, some with beach towels draped over their shoulders, others with neon-coloured zinc smeared across their cheeks. They were all cheering and clapping, but suddenly the video cut to another reporter who was speaking sombrely to the camera. Jonesy, the lifeguard, was standing beside her with the same solemn expression.


‘A baby dolphin has been found dead on Maroubra Beach,’ the reporter was saying.


‘Oh no,’ Charlie said with a gasp. She clutched Max tighter. He sat snuggled in her lap, content and oblivious to the tragedy playing out on Mum’s computer screen.


‘According to experts,’ the reporter continued, ‘it had been suffering from a lung disease and swam into the shallows of Bondi for some much-needed rest. I’m here with the lifeguard who was at the scene of yesterday’s rescue.’ 


‘We told that weatherman over and over not to touch it, but he wouldn’t listen,’ Jonesy said angrily.


‘Chris Masterman,’ the reporter concluded, looking directly at the camera, ‘will be lucky to ever work in this business again.’


‘But he was just trying to help!’ Charlie said to the joey. ‘Wasn’t he?’


She opened a new tab and searched ‘Chris Masterman’. The results were filled with countless articles and social media posts about how careless Chris Masterman was. Not one article painted him in a positive light. No-one seemed to care that Chris had been trying to help the dolphin. 


Charlie stroked Max’s soft fur, thinking that sometimes the way life went really wasn’t fair. 
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CHAPTER THREE


‘Let’s give this another go, hey?’ Mum said, as she and Charlie approached Silver Gum Primary School.


Charlie glared at her new school.


Silver Gum Primary School – the place she was expected to spend five whole days a week – was not much more than a single-storey building and some sun-worn play equipment. There was a field of dry grass in front of the orange and blue painted building where some kids in red jerseys were playing AFL. As Charlie watched them, a knot formed in her chest. 


Back at her old school in Broome, she’d played AFL with her friends every morning before the bell rang too. They’d played when the bell rang for recess and then again for lunch. When it rang again in the afternoon, Dad would be there waiting, a huge smile spread across his face.


Charlie missed it. She missed all of it. 


The knot in her chest twisted sharply and suddenly Charlie wanted to be anywhere but here. 


‘Please,’ Mum pressed, as though she could tell what Charlie was thinking. ‘Just give it a go?’


Charlie made circles in the dirt with her foot. ‘Fine.’


‘Maybe you could go join in before school starts,’ Mum suggested, nodding her head towards the kids playing. ‘Looks like fun.’


Charlie didn’t reply. She just stared at them, trying to keep her face as expressionless as possible. 


One of the boys noticed her. He tossed the ball he was holding to another kid, then ran over to Charlie and her mum.


‘Hey new kid,’ he said. ‘I’m Freddy.’ 


Charlie stayed silent. Mum nudged her. When she still didn’t reply, Mum jumped in. ‘This is Charlie,’ she told him.


‘I know,’ Freddy said. ‘So, you like to play then?’


‘What makes you say that?’ Charlie grumbled. 


‘Your jacket,’ he said. ‘Looks like a proper one.’


Charlie pulled the jacket tighter across her chest. 


‘She loves to play,’ Mum answered on Charlie’s behalf, sounding way too enthusiastic, Charlie thought.


‘Loved,’ Charlie said. ‘Past tense. Back when we had an actual field to play on. Not a patch of dead grass.’


‘Do you want to join our team?’ Freddy persisted. ‘We’re the best in town.’


‘Silver Gum isn’t a town,’ Charlie said meanly. ‘It’s a truck stop.’


‘Charlie!’ Mum hissed.


‘That’s okay,’ Freddy said. ‘I get it. It’s pretty small and quiet here. Our proper name is Tangitjarr, though, just so you know.’ He looked at Charlie hopefully. ‘So, our team – what do you think? We’re short a player. Wanna join?’


‘No,’ Charlie replied flatly.


Freddy’s face fell. 


‘She’ll think about it,’ Mum said. ‘Won’t you, Charlie?’


‘No,’ Charlie said again.


‘Okay,’ Freddy said. ‘Well, you know where to find us if you change your mind.’ He hurried back to the field. 


‘You’re not going to make friends with that attitude!’ Mum said crossly. 


‘Who said I want to make friends? I already had friends. The best friends.’


Mum’s face twisted, and Charlie felt a pang of guilt, just for a second. Deep down she knew that Mum had lost and given up a lot too. 


‘All right,’ Mum said. ‘Well, try and have a good day, okay?’


Charlie nodded, looping her hands through the straps of her backpack. 


‘Hang on,’ Mum said. ‘Is your backpack … moving?’


‘No,’ Charlie said quickly, pulling the straps tighter. ‘Well, um, better go. Bye.’ She started hurrying off towards the school building. 


‘Hold up!’ Mum called after her. 


Charlie moved faster. ‘Bye!’ She hurried inside the school building without looking back to see if Mum was following her. She stood next to a row of bag hooks and waited a moment. Deciding she was in the clear, she took her backpack off then crouched down and unzipped it. 


‘You can come out now,’ she said. ‘But just for a second.’ She pulled Max out of her backpack and placed him gently on the ground. Still crouching, she held out a pillowcase for him to jump into. Charlie grinned as Max dove in headfirst. She watched the pillowcase squirm as he somersaulted inside it to right himself. A second later, Max’s head popped out the top, his big dark eyes staring up at Charlie. 


‘Comfy?’ Charlie asked. 


‘Is that …’ a voice behind Charlie said. 


‘A Happy Meal with extra nuggets?’ Charlie replied sarcastically, rolling her eyes. ‘What does it look like?’ She stood with Max in her arms and turned to see a girl she recognised from the day before. 


The girl did not look put off. ‘You are the cutest Happy Meal I’ve ever seen,’ she said, holding out a finger for Max. He grabbed hold of it and the girl’s face lit up. 


‘Guess he likes you,’ Charlie mumbled.


‘Of course,’ the girl said happily. ‘Everyone likes me. I’m not bragging. It’s just a fact. Mum says it’s because I’m super friendly and always nice to everyone no matter what. And also because I’m really good at filling awkward silences.’
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