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			For Eliza, 
The most wonderful 
girl I know.

			

			Chapter One
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			‘Josephine Mack, get your finger out of that birdcage before you lose it!’ Ms Cane’s chin wobbles as she yells.

			Josie withdraws her worm-looking pointer finger before the sulphur-crested cockatoo gets it. She drags her feet past the kookaburra enclosure, over to where the rest of 3A are listening to their teacher.

			‘I hope you’ve made notes on today’s excursion,’ Ms Cane is saying. ‘We’ll write a thank-you letter to the wildlife sanctuary when we get back to class, telling them …’

			Josie zones out as the teacher drones on. She leans over the back of Tilly’s wheelchair and whispers into her best friend’s ear, ‘Psst, Tilly?’

			‘What’s up?’ Tilly flicks a long black plait over her shoulder, freeing up her listening ear.

			‘Did you hear what the animal keeper said before?’ Josie says. ‘About wombats?’

			Tilly raises an eyebrow. ‘That they poop cubes?’

			‘Eww, no!’ Josie’s nose crinkles. ‘That wombats would make better pets than cats or dogs.’

			‘Josie …’ Tilly begins. She spins her chair around to face Josie.

			Josie keeps talking. ‘What would a wombat like more? A soft blanket burrow or one made of dirt? It could share my room if it liked, or it could live in the yard. Mum’s never going to fix up the back garden anyway.’

			‘Josie!’ Tilly interrupts. ‘Did you block your ears when she said it’s against the law to own a wombat?’

			‘Oh.’

			Tilly rolls her eyes. ‘Or when she said it’s not smart to keep a wild animal as a pet? That they’re unpredictable?’

			Josie scuffs the toe of her school shoe on the concrete footpath. ‘What’s unpredictable mean?’

			‘It means it might go bananas if it feels hungry or scared. You can’t take a wombat to puppy preschool.’

			Josie’s shoulders slump. She has wanted a pet since her grandma shoved a stuffed koala into her stubby baby arms nine years ago. But she isn’t even allowed a teensy-weensy fighting fish. Her mum has said NO approximately five hundred times. That’s once a week for her whole life.

			‘Hello? Earth to Josie?’ Tilly waves a hand in front of Josie’s face. ‘Ms Cane just said we can see one more animal before we get on the bus. Wanna see the rhinoceros iguana?’ Tilly loves reptiles. Her chair is covered in lizard stickers.

			‘We better stay in our safety group.’ Josie sighs. ‘I’ll tell Gray we’re going.’

			Gray is busy drawing something in his big red sketchbook. He shuts the book when Josie bounds over.

			‘Tilly wants to see the iguanas again,’ Josie tells him. ‘We have to stay together, so you’re coming with us.’ She grabs Gray, and they all head towards the iguanas.

			‘Can we go past the wombats?’ Josie smiles.

			Tilly looks at her. ‘Yeah, but don’t get any ideas. I don’t want to get in trouble.’

			At the wombat enclosure, a fat, bare-nosed wombat lies on its back, its side pressed up against the glass. One back leg scratches in mid-air.

			‘Look, it’s dreaming of riding a scooter!’ Gray mimics the wombat’s kicking movement.

			‘I suppose it’s cute for an animal without scales.’ Tilly pushes her body high out of her chair to get a better look. ‘Check out those claws!’ The wombat has four sets of long, sharp toenails.

			Josie puts a hand up to the glass where its furry belly is. ‘Would you like to live with me?’ she whispers too quietly for Tilly or Gray to hear, and much too quietly for a wombat to hear through a very thick wall of glass. But as Josie speaks, a big brown eye snaps open. The wombat peers into Josie’s green human eyes and grunts.
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			Josie’s cheeks turn red. ‘You could be my pet,’ she whispers.

			At that suggestion, the wombat grunts again, rolls over, and shows Josie its backside. Josie pushes both hands and her nose against the glass. Her voice grows very loud now. ‘Or my friend?’

			Tilly and Gray shoot each other a look. The wombat twists its head back around to look at Josie and then … it winks, a very slow but definite wink, with a toothy grin and a tiny bottom wiggle thrown in too.

			‘The iguanas?’ Tilly tugs on the back of Josie’s shirt sleeve.

			‘Did you see that?’ Josie asks. ‘It winked at me!’

			‘Sure it did.’ Gray rolls his eyes. ‘Did it ask for the time, too?’

			Josie is frozen on the spot. She stares at the wombat waddling away from the glass. ‘Did you see it wink, Tilly? I think it understands me!’

			

			If Tilly does hear Josie’s question, she doesn’t bother answering. She’s already way down the concrete path and halfway to the iguanas.

			‘Come on.’ Gray takes Josie by the elbow, leading her away from the wombat enclosure. ‘We have to stay in our safety group, remember?’

			

			Chapter Two
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			Josie tosses and turns and then kicks off her sheet. Swinging both legs over the side of her bed, she reaches for the cup of water on her bedside table.

			Scritch, scratch.

			Josie freezes at the sound. Her eyes dart around the dark room, but there’s no one there and nothing out of place.

			Scritch, scratch, comes the noise again. This time, Josie can tell it’s coming from the windowsill. She tiptoes away from her bed and crouches low, pushing herself against the wall.

			‘Psst, Josephine,’ whispers a tiny, raspy voice.

			Josie keeps her lips sealed.

			‘I know you’re there,’ says the voice. ‘I need your hel-whooooa!’

			There’s a good deal of scrambling and grunting before a heavy-sounding thud as something or someone lands on the ground. Josie springs from her hiding spot and braves a peek out the window. The full moon illuminates a dark mass on the grass. It has four short legs raised towards the sky, a lighter-coloured belly, thick neck, furry cheeks, big snuffly nose …

			‘A wombat?’ Josie gasps.

			

			She throws the window open, crawls out, and is down in the backyard in seconds, kneeling next to the creature that’s struggling to get the right way up. Once standing on all fours, the wombat grunts and shuffles back into the shadow of the house.

			‘You could have answered me,’ it grumbles. ‘It’s very hard to stand on hind legs.’ The wombat tilts its snout to look Josie up and down. ‘It isn’t natural.’
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			‘Well, you can’t just break into someone’s house!’ Josie lowers her voice back to a whisper. ‘How would I know there’d be a talking wombat out here? Wombats aren’t meant to talk.’

			‘I wasn’t breaking in. I was trying to get your attention.’ The wombat’s nose twitches. ‘Maybe Bruce was wrong.’ The wombat starts to waddle away.

			‘Wait, don’t go!’ cries Josie. ‘Can we start again? Please?’

			The wombat stops walking. ‘Okay.’ It turns to face Josie, rocks back on its hind legs and dips its head in a low bow.

			‘I am Ursula.’ Her voice is formal now. ‘I’m a northern hairy-nosed wombat.’ Ursula raises her chin up high. ‘We’re a threatened species, but personally, I’m feeling quite well.’

			Josie giggles. ‘Nice to meet you, Ursula.’ She gives an awkward curtsy. ‘I’m Josephine, which you already know somehow, but everyone calls me Josie. I’m a female human child, and …’ Josie crinkles her nose, ‘am I dreaming right now?’

			Ursula snorts. ‘Because wombats aren’t supposed to talk?’ Her furry eyebrows raise a notch.

			‘Well, they aren’t!’ Josie sits on the grass. ‘They would have told us at the wildlife sanctuary if it was true.’

			‘And who’s Bruce?’ Josie adds.

			‘You’ve got lots of questions.’ Ursula shuffles closer to Josie. ‘Animals can talk, but not every animal will, and certainly not to every human. If people knew I could talk, I’d be part of a science experiment before I could say, “Kidding, I’m just a fancy puppet”.’ Ursula pants a little. ‘Do I look like a puppet to you?’

			‘No.’ Josie shakes her head. ‘You look very real.’

			Ursula goes on. ‘And Bruce is a big, bare-nosed fella, bit of an attitude. He thinks the FUN can count on your help.’

			‘Bruce from the sanctuary?’

			‘The very same wombat.’

			‘So he did understand me!’ Josie grins. ‘But what’s the FUN? It sounds silly.’

			‘The Fellowship of Underground Nocturnals.’ Ursula dips her head again. ‘We protect the rights of all native animals, and right now, we need a human hand. So, what do you say, Josie Mack? Will you help us?’

			

			Chapter Three
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			Josie reaches to stroke Ursula’s soft flank. ‘Does this mean you’re my pet?’

			Ursula spins around, knocking Josie’s hand away with her solid backside. ‘Absolutely not. I’m here on serious FUN business!’

			Josie rubs her hand.

			‘You shouldn’t pat someone without asking first,’ Ursula says.

			‘I’m sorry.’ Josie looks down at a patch of dry grass.

			Ursula’s voice softens. ‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘Maybe you didn’t know about creature consent. But you do now.’

			Josie lifts her head. ‘How can I help?’

			‘I thought you’d never ask!’ But instead of answering Josie’s question, Ursula plods away across the grass.

			‘Wait!’ Josie jogs up alongside Ursula. ‘If we’re going anywhere outside my backyard, I’ll need shoes.’ She tugs at her pyjama shirt. ‘And maybe a change of clothes.’

			Ursula rolls her brown eyes. ‘Humans.’ She grunts. ‘I’ll meet you behind the garden shed in five minutes.’
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			Josie finds a fresh tunnel between the metal garden shed and the back fence. Ursula plunges nose-first into the hole, garden soil flicking from her back claws as she goes.

			‘Um …’ Josie watches Ursula’s sturdy little body disappear through the earth. She drops to her hands and knees and calls into the hole. ‘I am not going to fit in there!’

			Josie frowns and hops from one foot to the other.

			After a moment, Ursula’s grey rump wriggles back out of the tunnel. The rest of her appears shortly afterwards. Once clear of the hole, Ursula shakes, sending dirt flying everywhere.

			‘Um … sorry.’ She twitches her dirty nose. ‘We’ll have to go overground. I hope you can keep up.’

			Josie huffs as if to say, yeah right, look at my long human legs, but Ursula doesn’t wait to compare leg length before she speeds off. She drives her body through a small gap in the back fence and hurtles into the scrubland behind Josie’s house. After pausing to watch Josie climb clumsily over the fence, Ursula barrels off again. Sticks flick up at Josie’s bare shins as she chases Ursula through the undergrowth.

			Running at full speed, Josie’s breaths come in short gasps. She squints through the darkness at Ursula’s back. The wombat moves like a miniature bulldozer set to turbo speed.

			Ursula finally slows and comes to rest beside a gurgling gum-lined creek.

			Josie reaches the creek too. ‘You’re … fast,’ she manages to say, doubling over with her hands on her knees. She sucks in cool night air. ‘I hope … you didn’t bring me here … just to try the creek water.’

			Ursula’s grunt sounds a lot like a chuckle. ‘Actually, I can survive years without drinking water,’ she says. ‘It’s because I’m a vegetarian. Grass is mostly water, you know.’

			‘Well, we better have a good reason for trespassing in Mr Bubber’s yard in the middle of the night.’ Josie puts her hands on her hips. ‘Plus, I have school tomorrow, and I’m not nocturnal. I need sleep.’

			‘Just follow me.’ Ursula walks along the creek. Josie easily catches up this time, falling into step beside Ursula. She stares at the wombat’s soft grey-brown coat, which almost glows under the starlit sky. If she’s thinking about patting Ursula again, she doesn’t try.

			The pair leave the water to walk up a slope to a clearing. Ursula grunts and comes to a standstill.
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			Josie’s jaw drops. A large skip bin is overturned. Several punctured black plastic bags are strewn about, their contents spilling everywhere. Josie takes in the whole mess: splintering wooden pallets, a broken traffic cone, dozens of dinted aerosol cans, a battered blue plastic barrel, half-empty paint tins, and what looks like the parts of a lawnmower.

			‘Whoa,’ she says. She glances at Ursula, who seems to have run out of things to say. ‘This is why you asked me for a hand.’

			Ursula sighs. ‘There’s no way to fix this without opposable thumbs.’ She shakes her head. ‘Soon, the summer rain will wash this garbage into the creek.’

			Josie nods. She knows about animal habitats and how polluted waterways cause big trouble. She and Tilly once made a very good diagram poster about it for a school project.

			Ursula’s ears twitch. ‘Can you hear that?’ She raises her snout into the night air. ‘I think someone’s in trouble!’

			Josie cups her hand around her ear and leans towards the faint sound of splashing. There’s a stressed, low-pitched growl. ‘It’s coming from the creek!’

			Garbage forgotten, Josie leaps over leaf litter, ducks low-hanging branches, and sprints to the water.

			

			Chapter Four
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			Josie doesn’t hesitate to step into the icy water. She wades up to her thighs in seconds, moving towards the animal.

			‘Wait!’ Ursula calls from the bank.

			Josie looks over her shoulder. ‘I think it’s caught in something.’

			‘Yes, but wait!’ Ursula walks to the edge of the water but doesn’t go in. ‘I think it’s a platypus.’

			

			‘I can help it,’ Josie says. ‘You know, with my opposable thumbs. If it’d just stop flipping around for a second.’ She takes another step.

			‘Josie,’ Ursula makes her voice louder, ‘if the platypus is male, it will have spurs on its back feet. Venomous spurs.’

			‘Er, venomous?’ Josie pauses. ‘Like a snake?’

			Ursula nods.

			‘Oh.’

			Josie calls out. ‘Hello? I want to help, but you need to calm down.’
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