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Chapter One

Ruby Turner turned the pages of her animal encyclopaedia. As her eyes ran over the pages on marsupials, she recited the facts in her head. Red kangaroo weight: 150kg; hairy-nosed wombat weight: 40kg . . .
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 When Ruby was older, she was going to be a vet and work at Green Gates Wildlife Sanctuary where her mum had a job as a nurse. She pushed her chin-length, brown hair behind her ears and continued with her list: koala: 15kg; Tasmanian devil: 14kg . . .
 
   “Ruby, it’s time to go home now.” Mrs Hanson, Ruby’s teacher, came over to her desk.

  Wallaby: 5.5kg; bush-tail possum: 4.5kg; potoroo; 1.7kg . . . Ruby finished in a rush and jumped to her feet, worried that Mrs Hanson might put a hand on her arm. When people touched her it made her skin feel prickly.

 “Did you know there are 235 species of marsupial in Australia? And 334 species in the world?” she asked her teacher.

 “No, I didn’t,” said Mrs Hanson, smiling. “It’s clear in the corridor now.” She nodded towards where the last few girls were leaving, arms linked, faces close as they chattered about what they were going to do when the summer holidays started. Ruby hated going into the corridor at the end of the school day. She didn’t like the way the other kids all talked really loudly and jostled each other as they got their school bags. Mrs Hanson understood and let her sit and read until everyone had gone.

 “Remember to pick up your painting on the way out,” Mrs Hanson said. “See you on Monday, Ruby.”

 Ruby frowned. Her mum had explained that “see you” was just a way of saying goodbye, but it always seemed a weird thing to say. Of course Mrs Hanson would see her on Monday. Why did she feel she had to say it? But she remembered to be polite. “Goodbye,” she said and she walked to the corridor.

 Through the open door, she could see her mum, wearing shorts and a long floaty top, her dark, wavy hair just touching her shoulders. Ruby collected her painting from where it was drying on the rack and went out into the sunshine, feeling a rush of relief. It was always good to get out of school. She didn’t like being surrounded by other kids and having to do what everyone else was doing even when she didn’t want to do it. And there were so many rules to remember – not to interrupt people when they were speaking; not to stand too close to people; to say please and thank you and sorry.

 “Another new picture?” said Mum, as Ruby reached her. “Hmm … let me guess. Is it Cooper?”

 “Yes!” said Ruby, beaming, as she showed her the picture. She loved to draw Cooper. He was her dog – a golden retriever with a coat the colour of damp sand, a wagging, feathery tail and melting chocolate-brown eyes.

  “Oh, Ruby, it’s excellent! It’s so like him!” her mum said, taking it. “He looks just like that when he wants you to throw his ball for him.”
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  Ruby felt a flush of pride. She’d spent ages on the picture, carefully sketching the outline in pencil first and then using watercolours and a fine brush to add shading and colour. When she wasn’t reading, she loved to paint. Her pictures were always very neat and carefully done with fine lines and watercolours. She didn’t like thick, sticky oil paint. The feel of it on her skin made her shiver all over.

  “We’ll have to put it on the wall,” her mum said. One wall in their kitchen was covered in a massive pinboard where Mum and Dad pinned Ruby’s best pictures.

  “Let’s go and put it up now,” said Ruby eagerly.

  “Soon. We’re actually not going home straight away,” said Mum.

  Ruby frowned. It was Friday, and on Fridays, she and Mum always went straight home and had a snack of apple slices that they dipped in smooth peanut butter. After their snack, Ruby sat at the table and drew while Mum cooked chicken fingers, peas and mashed potato. Dad would come home at six o’clock and they would all sit down to eat together. That was how Fridays worked. Ruby didn’t like things to change. Her voice rose as an anxious knot tightened inside her. “Why aren’t we going home?” she demanded. “Why?”

  “Don’t worry, Ruby,” Mum said, in the soothing voice she used when Ruby got stressed over things. “There’s no need to be upset. We’re not going straight home because we have to call in at Green Gates. That’s OK, isn’t it?”

  Ruby felt the knot inside her loosen. Next to home, Green Gates Wildlife Sanctuary was her favourite place in the whole world, so going there, although it wasn’t what they usually did on Friday, was more than OK.

 “I had an appointment this afternoon and I have to pick up some paperwork for the weekend,” said Mum. “Carl has just finished the extension to the koala kindergarten. The young koalas are loving it. I thought you’d like to see them.”

  A wide smile split Ruby’s face. “I want to go there now!” she said and, not waiting for her mum, she set off at a run across the playground.
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