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To my beautiful son, Jaxon,
thank you for helping me to reach my dreams.


In loving memory of Nglarlami Carolynhana Johnson,
whose generosity and knowledge of Adnyamathanha
culture will never be forgotten, and my great great
grandmother, Gwendoline Newchurch (nee Sansbury),
and her legacy among the Point Pearce community
where the Forest of Dreaming is set.
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CHAPTER 1


It all began in a burrow


Did you ever hear the story of Wurrtoo, the wombat who fell in love with the sky? Well, I’m warning you now: if you’re here for a love story, you’ll surely be disappointed …


It’s not that this book is not a love story, but it’s also a tale of sheer survival. Yes, a perilous plot of bravery, action and adventure.


It all began in a burrow – the fifty-fifth burrow of Bushland Avenue, Kangaroo Island, to be exact. There, in that wonderful space in the wilderness where the arching gum trees kiss, is Wurrtoo’s home – the one at the end, with the big red trapdoor and the large golden doorknob. Can you see it? That’s where our friend lives.


Now, Wurrtoo wasn’t any old common wombat. No, he was a hairy-nosed wombat, a most beautiful species. It wasn’t just his nose that was hairy – his whole body was covered in silky grey fur! From the tips of his ears down to his furry toes and all the way back to his voluptuous rump, which he squeezed into a pair of high-waisted shorts dotted in red, yellow and black.


On this particular day, a day like any other, while all the other nocturnal animals were fast asleep, Wurrtoo was in one of his many chambers, tinkering away and making expansions.


The early summer sun was warming the burrow, and at just about half-past noon, Wurrtoo stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow.


‘That’s enough work for one day,’ he said to himself. ‘And I don’t want to be late. But first, I think a cool drink is in order.’


He trotted over the polished floors of the kitchen to pour himself a nice cold glass of freshly brewed lemon-myrtle-ade. Sitting down at the table with his drink, Wurrtoo produced a notepad from his back pocket and began scribbling, being mindful not to spill any drops of lemon-myrtle-ade onto the paper.


‘Another love letter finished!’ he said, tearing out the page and sliding it carefully into his pocket. ‘Just the thing for our romantic picnic. She will be so excited to hear it.’


With that, he corked the bottle of lemon-myrtle-ade, tucked it safely next to the wattleseed damper and muntrie jam he’d packed in a basket that morning, and headed towards the front door with his picnic. This took him rather a long time. As I’ve already mentioned, Wurrtoo was constantly making expansions to his burrow.


As he made his way up the steep, winding hallway, Wurrtoo passed his library, where four books sat perched on a single shelf. He cherished these books. The first contained fairytales and had taught him everything he knew about love (which really wasn’t much). The next, a plant encyclopedia, told him where to find muntrie berries and wattleseeds, and the third book, a cookbook, helped him turn his gathered bounty into something delicious.


But it was the fourth book that Wurrtoo loved the most. The tattered brown hardcover held stories of places as old as time. He loved to flip through its worn and yellowing pages, always turning to the very back to pore over the map that lay there. It was a map to a most sacred place: the Forest of Dreaming. Wurrtoo’s mother had read him the stories of this forest when he was just a joey.


‘The Forest of Dreaming is a place of miracles, with gum trees taller than you can imagine,’ she’d read after tucking him in at night. ‘And the ancient tree is the tallest of all. Its trunk holds the knowledge of everything and everywhen.’
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Back then, all the places in the book had fascinated Wurrtoo, but now he was interested in one thing only – how, one day, he would follow the map across the island and over the water to the mainland, then climb that ancient tree to the heavens and have all his dreams come true!


That is, if only he could find the courage.


Wurrtoo could barely leave his burrow without nerves getting the better of him. The poor wombat had hidden underground for so long, with only his books for company, that the very thought of other animals terrified him. Why had he hidden in the first place, you ask? We’ll get to that later. For now, you just need to know that, despite being nocturnal, Wurrtoo stayed awake during the day so he could leave his burrow unnoticed.


When he finally reached the end of that long hallway, Wurrtoo took his Akubra off its hook, put it on his head and slowly opened the door. He peered around it nervously, checking that there were no neighbours about, before climbing out into the fresh air.


He walked quickly along the avenue’s cobblestone path in the shade of the gum trees, whistling a quiet tune. With its creamy buds and waxy olive-green leaves, the canopy was a wondrous sight. Kangaroo Island is home to many rare, beautiful and endemic species, one of them being these narrow-leaved gum trees. What’s that? You don’t know what ‘endemic’ means? Well, ask your adults. (I’m a narrator, not a teacher!)


As Wurrtoo passed the colourful front doors of the neighbouring burrows, wurlies and tree cottages, he spotted clusters of glistening gold Christmas beetles clinging to the avenue’s streetlamps. He wanted to inspect them more closely, but he dared not stop in case he bumped into a neighbour.
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As he left the protective shade of the bushland, pools of sweat trickled down Wurrtoo’s burly back. He paused at the base of a shrubby hill and gulped. It was a steep climb for a wombat – especially one of his size – but the prize at the top was worth the hike.


The building was a joy to see; it was pristine white, like most other lighthouses, but instead of being round, it was rectangular with sharp corners, like a house. The balcony, so high up, was his favourite spot for a picnic with his beloved.


Wurrtoo gripped his basket and trudged up the incline. Behind the lighthouse, the hill dropped off to a sharp cliff which met the rocky shoreline of Investigator Strait. With wild winds and waves the size of mountains, the sheer sight of the strait always made Wurrtoo gulp extra hard – it was a reminder of just how much courage he’d need if he ever wanted his dreams to come true.


Halfway up the hill, Wurrtoo decided to sit down to quickly catch his breath. The dry grass and hot soil soon became so unbearable beneath him that he was just about to stand up when a faint billow of smoke caught his attention. It was coming from the avenue below! He looked a little harder, then leaped up in horror.


‘FIRE!’ Wurrtoo shouted as he bounded towards the smoke. ‘FIRE!’ he called again, working himself into such a frenzy that the clumsy wombat tripped over his own paws and rolled down the hill, sending his picnic basket flying.


THUD! He hit the ground hard and continued rolling like a wrecking ball until, at last, a big boulder finally brought him to a halt – right next to his bottle of lemon-myrtle-ade, thankfully intact.


Once the world stopped spinning, Wurrtoo crawled over to the closest house and raised his paw to knock. But fear took over and he froze, stepped back and bit down hard on his knuckle.


‘No, there has to be another way!’ He thought hard, bopping the bottle of lemon-myrtle-ade against his head as he did. ‘Oh, think Wurrtoo! Come on, think!’


Bop! Bop! BOP!


He stopped, staring down at the bottle between his paws as a lightbulb-sized bump formed upon his throbbing head. ‘An idea!’


He turned back to the smoke and launched into action without a moment’s pause, running at full speed. With legs aching and lungs ready to burst, he reached the fire that was creeping towards the trunk of Treehouse Number Four. He quickly popped the bottle’s cork and threw its contents into the heart of the little fire.


The fire hissed and sizzled, and went out. Wurrtoo cheered. Then, to his horror, the flames reignited with a whoosh. The sight triggered something deep inside the wombat’s brain, and the forest shrank around him. Memories flooded his mind, cocooning him with fear. This was not Wurrtoo’s first time dealing with fire.


Suddenly, he snapped out of his waking nightmare, leaped as high as he could towards the fire, pulled his knees to his chest and slammed his huge rump down right on top of it!


‘YEE-OUCH!’ he screamed, jumping to his feet and patting his pants furiously.


He looked around, panting. The fire was now completely extinguished and the small patch of earth leading up to the base of the gum was blackened with ash. However, any celebrations would have to wait – the doorknob of a nearby burrow began to jiggle, sending a shockwave of shivers down his spine.


‘Oh no, not now!’ he cried, bounding for home. ‘Oh no, oh no!’


Wurrtoo reached his front door in record time. He opened it up and jumped inside, then slid all the way down the hallway before melting into a singed and sweaty puddle at the bottom. He lay there breathless for what seemed an eternity, trembling at the thought that he had almost been seen.


Upon finally regaining his strength, the exhausted wombat wobbled to his feet, climbed back up to the door, placed his eye to the peephole and sighed.


‘Oh, my love, I think our little date will have to wait until morning.’









CHAPTER 2


A knock at the door


Wurrtoo slept terribly that night – the fire haunted his dreams and made an awful racket inside his head. He felt the heat creeping under his door and smelled the smoke in the air. But when he was woken the next morning by a booming knock at the front door, he was relieved to smell only the familiar damp scent of his cool burrow. At first he thought he’d imagined the knocking – a phantom noise concocted by his overactive brain. But as he rubbed the dream dust from his tired eyes, the noise grew too loud to ignore.


His stomach turned into a boggy billabong and his furry legs began to tremble. The knock sounded again and again! He tiptoed up the long hallway, losing count of how many knocks he’d heard by the time he reached the front door.


Wurrtoo sucked in a big, brave breath then spied through the peephole and saw … nothing? Not a single soul, not a thing out of place. He opened the door and noticed a tiny piece of paper tucked neatly under his doormat.


‘That’s strange,’ he said, addressing the paper as he took it up in his paw. ‘How did little old you make that big racket?’


He climbed back inside, turning the paper over, and discovered it was actually a note. Upon closer inspection, Wurrtoo saw that the note was addressed to someone named Hero. This is what it said:




Dear Hero,


You are so brave! Thank you for saving my life! I saw you put out that fire before it burned my entire tree. I am forever grateful.


Yours truly,


Kuula





‘But it was me who stopped the fire, not this Hero person,’ murmured the very confused wombat, scratching his head. He folded the paper, stuffed it into his pocket and turned to close the door. But as he reached for the handle, he was stopped by an unseen voice.


‘The hero is you, you silly galah!’ the voice said.


Wurrtoo jumped. He was so surprised that his eyes looked like two great big pavlovas on Christmas morning.


‘Who, who, who said that?’ he stammered.


An upside-down koala swung right out of nowhere and almost slammed her face straight into his. She appeared to be anchored to the top of the doorframe by her sharp claws.


‘Who, who, who? What are you, a boobook?’ she said in a nasally voice, her nose squished up against his furry forehead.


Wurrtoo was frozen. Who knows how long they would have stayed like that if our fluffy fellow’s fur had not begun to invade the stranger’s nostrils.


‘Uh-oh,’ she said. ‘Ah … Ah … AH-CHOOO!’


Wurrtoo was blasted from his trance.


‘Bless you!’ he said as he fell backwards and slid all the way down the hall.


‘Ah, so you do speak!’ said the koala, surfing down after him. She eyed the wombat, who was still lying on the ground. ‘About time you got up and answered the door. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but summer has well and truly started out there and it’s too blistering hot to be hanging around!’


[image: Wurrtoo wakes up, looking startled, as he watches Kuula hanging upside down at the door.]


Wurrtoo stared at the koala, dazzled by her monologue. Once again, words failed him.


‘Never mind that now. The name’s Kuula, and it’s nice to meet you, Hero!’


She extended her forepaw with its long, clawed fingers and Wurrtoo took it up as he clambered to his feet. This was the first time he’d been able to take a good look at her. What a wild thing she was! She had grey fur like his, though it wasn’t smooth and silky; it was messy and wiry and stuck up all over the place. She wore a bright ochre pinafore with a symbol embroidered on the chest pocket of three figures sitting around a campfire. Large woven earrings dangled from her furry ears. But what struck him the most was the long pink scar that crossed one half of her nose.


While Wurrtoo was still getting his head around this unexpected visitor, Kuula pushed past him in excitement. ‘Woah, your place is HUGE!’ she said, looking around in wonder. ‘No wonder you took so long to answer the door! There must be a whole mob of wombats living in here! Why haven’t I ever seen any of you?’


‘No … it’s just me,’ he replied, looking at the ground, ‘and I don’t go out. I like to stay home and work on my burrow. My name’s Wurrtoo, by the way,’ he added, remembering his manners.


‘But surely you didn’t tunnel all this by yourself!’ she called, running down the hall towards the kitchen. Wurrtoo waited patiently as the click-clacking of her claws grew fainter, then eventually louder again as she returned. The koala climbed back up the hall to inspect the rooms closer to the surface. ‘I couldn’t even make it all the way to the other end!’ she cried once she finally made it back down. ‘You couldn’t possibly need all this space!’


‘Well … I do, actually … or at least I will. That is, when I get married.’


‘Are you planning on marrying a pod of humpbacks? Why, you could fit all the wombats of Kangaroo Island in here and you still wouldn’t run out of room!’ said the astonished koala.


‘Of course I’m not going to marry a pod of whales!’ Wurrtoo blurted indignantly, then bit his tongue.


Kuula paused, peering at him curiously. ‘Then who are you going to marry?’


Wurrtoo squirmed under her piercing stare, trying to work out how to answer. He’d never told anyone of his dream. In the end, all he could think was to tell her the truth.


‘The Sky. I am going to marry the Sky. When I’m finished making our home, I will cross this island and sail to the Forest of Dreaming, where I will –’


‘The Forest of Dreaming?’ Kuula interrupted.


‘Yes, the Forest of Dreaming. Have you ever been? It’s over on the mainland. The Forest of Dreaming is where real-life magic happens!’


Kuula looked at him blankly. ‘Okay, firstly, my auntie is the only animal I know who has seen the mainland. If such a forest existed, she would have mentioned it. Secondly, Auntie says that magic is no good. She says there’s always a downside.’


‘I meant to say real-life miracles.’ Wurrtoo replied. ‘The Forest of Dreaming is the most miraculous place in the world! I learned all about it in my book. It has a map and everything. And one day, I am going to take that map and cross the island, make it to the mainland and find the forest. And when I do, I will climb the ancient tree – the tallest gum in the world – and make the Sky my bride.’ Wurrtoo stared defiantly at the wide-eyed koala, whose mouth was hanging open.


She burst out laughing. ‘You can’t be serious!’ Tears rolled down her cheeks as she laughed and laughed.


Wurrtoo felt himself puff up with rage. ‘That’s not nice!’ he said. ‘You will see! And afterwards, we will eat honey on the moon and –’


‘Ah, I don’t think that’s what you do on a honeymoon, Wurrtoo –’


‘AND WE WILL LIVE HAPPILY EVER AFTER!’


Kuula burst out laughing again. ‘You’re GUMNUTS!’ she howled, holding her sides.


This was all too much for our old friend. ‘I don’t wish to be rude,’ he said, ‘but I insist you take leave of me this instant!’


‘But I don’t want to take anything from you,’ replied the confused koala, scratching her head. ‘You know, you sound like an old storybook.’


But Wurrtoo wasn’t listening. He had turned on his heel and was climbing up to the front door. Kuula followed, and he held out his paw to help her up. As soon as she had crossed the threshold, he hopped inside his burrow and slammed the door shut.


‘Ha ha ha ha! This guy really is gumnuts!’ he heard Kuula laugh to herself as she walked away.


Wurrtoo listened carefully as the sound of the mocking voice faded, and then eventually disappeared.


—


After pacing his burrow angrily for some time, Wurrtoo tore his hat off its hook, threw open the door and stomped out of the forest. Along the way, he scooped up a lovely bunch of pink pea flowers. Burying his snout in them, Wurrtoo felt his mood beginning to lighten. He was off to see his beloved, and he would marry her one day, and there was nothing that bossy koala could say about it. As he reached the base of the hill, he was stopped in his tracks by a now all-too-familiar voice.
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‘Wurrtoo, wait!’ Kuula came panting after him.


Wurrtoo huffed and reluctantly turned around. ‘Come to make fun of me some more, have you?’


‘Actually, I came to say I was sorry. You gave me a surprise, that’s all. I’ve never met anyone who wanted to marry the sky before. Anyway, I was wondering …’ Kuula trailed off.


‘Wondering what?’ Wurrtoo asked.


‘If the route on that map you were talking about crosses the whole island, it must go via the Cygnet River, right?’


Wurrtoo raised an eyebrow. The map did have a Cygnet River marked on it.


When he didn’t respond, Kuula went on in a rush. ‘Wurrtoo, I’m volunteering to come with you on your journey to this forest. There’s nothing I love more than an adventure, and after all, you will need a guide. Who better than a fearless koala who knows the island like the back of her paw?’


Wurrtoo was baffled. Hadn’t this koala laughed at the idea?


‘Kuula,’ he asked slowly, ‘why would you want to leave Bushland Avenue to come on an adventure with someone as “gumnuts” as me?’


Kuula looked sheepish. ‘I’m sorry for calling you that too.’ She paused. Eventually, she explained, ‘I do love a good adventure and I am offering to be your guide, but, also, you said this map takes you across the island. Cygnet River is on the other side of the island, and that’s where my auntie lives. I want more than anything to see Auntie again … And maybe,’ Kuula smiled, ‘if you’re there, she won’t be upset that I went on such a daring adventure to see her because she’ll be too busy laughing. Just wait until I tell her that you’re going to marry the sky!’


‘That’s it!’ cried Wurrtoo, turning around and stomping up the hill, a trail of pink petals forming behind him. He couldn’t believe he’d allowed himself to be made fun of again.


Chuckling, Kuula sought out a soft tuft of grass to recline on. ‘I was just kidding. But I’m serious about coming with you. I’ll wait right here for you to change your mind!’ Then she called after him, ‘You can’t keep building that burrow forever, you know – or you will never live!’


Wurrtoo powered forward, but the koala’s words echoed in his mind. He had never considered what he would actually do once his work on the burrow was finished. Although he longed to marry the sky, he knew the island was a treacherous place, a vast landscape of rugged terrain that crawled with monstrous beings. As a joey, he’d been warned of wild hogs that destroyed just about every plant and animal they crossed paths with. Who knew what else was out there. As for the marsupial-guzzling waterways – well, they were no better.
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