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Adam Lang was lying on a mattress in his mum’s old bedroom, his withered body hardly making an impression on it, a cotton sheet covered him. He was dying and wanted to be as close to his mother as he could be when he passed over. He did not know whether being in her room would hasten or ensure their reuniting or not, but it felt right.

How long he had left he had no idea, he concluded two days, three at a stretch, certainly not a week.

He was awake and aware, although he had his eyes closed, but his breathing was consistent if not rattly, his collapsed chest barely rising. His skin was pale and dry, the bones protruding from the thin layer of dermis.

Adam had few regrets, he had lived a good life, as full as it could have been. In one way he had lived two lives, two good lives. He had a great family, a loving wife, Belinda, and had had a brilliant career as an Australian Rules Football player.

If he could take one thing back it would have to be the decision to allow the doctors to try and beat the cancer that was munching relentlessly on his body reducing him to a shell of his former self. He had seen the look on the oncologist’s face when he had delivered him the news of his diagnosis, nicely typed up on an officious form. Adam knew from that moment his days on this world were rapidly ending, far sooner than he had thought they would, it was not a matter of if but when.

He often asked himself why he had allowed the medics to use him as a lab rat. The drugs they administered made him nauseous, his hair fell out in clumps, he felt like shit most days and just when he was starting to feel better the bastards administered another dose. The radiation therapy was not much better.

If he was honest, the only reason he had consented was to appease his disconsolate family who wanted more from him, to live longer and perhaps conjure some miracle that would see him back on television calling the games again.

Now his passing was close, he had finally relented and allowed Belinda to let the world know the life of the greatest football player in the modern era was now ending with only days to live.

Unbeknown to Adam, across two states, friends, athletes, broadcasters, and a myriad of others were making desperate phone calls as they sought information about his condition. They of course knew he was ill, but news of his imminent ending was a shock.

As the establishment learnt of the news, so did the media which swung into action and headed towards One Well. It was there Adam was staying, dying in his old family home as he had wished. In the very room his mother had died, it was how he wanted it, to feel her connection as he prepared to hopefully meet her once again.

One Well had always been his home, no matter where he had been living. Whether it be in Adelaide or in Melbourne where he had spent much of his adult life. It was the right place to be when he passed over to the next world, the world of the dead, Heofenfeld. He knew it awaited him and it was there he knew he would meet others, his mother for one, and a woman from his past if she too had died. It was one reason why Adam had no fear of dying, dying in this world was just another part of a much bigger journey.

Radio news broke the story to the public, the player with the least amount of natural ability to run out onto a football oval was at home, comfortable and surrounded by his family and closest friends.

One Well was about to be the centre of attention across the country, and it was ill prepared for the onslaught. The media pack started camping at the front gate to the modest stone building Adam had grown up in, where his single parent mother had raised him.

When there was nobody to interview, they went looking for locals to get an idea of what the young Adam had been like as a child and teenager.

***
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INSIDE THE HOUSE THERE was a gentle knocking on Adam's bedroom door and Belinda stuck her head in. ‘Cozzy is here, I’ll let him in,’ she said seeing Adam's eyes slowly open.

‘Sure, why not,’ he said with a weak smile. ‘What harm could it do?’

Cozzy was carrying his doctor’s bag and placed it on Adam's bed. ‘How’s it going? Dumb question really but nobody is going to accuse me of having a shitty bedside manner,’ he said as he unclipped the clasps.

‘Yep, as dumb as a question can be. I’ll get up and put the kettle on, shall I?’

‘Nah,’ Cozzy said as he withdrew a hypodermic needle and filled it with the opioid Adam wanted kept to a minimum so he could stay cognitive despite the pain in every joint and remaining muscle tissue.

As all athletes know, pain is a constant thing, it’s carried around like an obnoxious companion. Broken bones, torn ligaments, muscles wrenched, it all hurt and was natural for a sportsperson at all levels. It’s how it’s dealt with that changes. For Adam it wasn’t so much about trying to ignore it but just accepting it as one of those things a person had to put up with in life.

The visits were a daily ritual and one Cozzy hated but he knew they were coming to an end, he doubted he would be back. The old physician looked at the pitifully thin arm he was about to insert a needle into, a needle that looked thicker than the appendage.

The man was barely a skeleton with a bald head and a scrawny neck flush with loose skin. His sunken eyes still held a glint of an extraordinary life and of the man he had been.

Adam barely winced as the drug entered his body, but he soon felt its effects. The edge taken off the pain allowing him to think clearly and still hold a conversation.

‘There, another one done and dusted,’ Cozzy said.

‘Yep, not too many to go,’ Adam said rubbing his arm where the needle had punctured him. ‘I should take this moment to thank you for taking care of me, it’s not long now.’

The comment saddened Cozzy, he liked his patient, the man was exactly like the boy, humble. ‘Can I do anything else for you?’ he said kindly. ‘And it’s been a pleasure. Well, not really, but you get my drift.’

‘Nope, you’ve done more than enough for me. I’m not scared of dying, you know.’

‘I doubt you’ve been scared of anything in your life.’

A wry smile crossed Adam's face. ‘You’d be surprised, very surprised.’

‘Okay, my duty here is done, I’ll leave you in peace.’

Cozzy left and met Belinda in the narrow hallway. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘You had better prepare yourself, Belinda, and the rest of the family,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I doubt he’s got more than a day or two in him.’

Belinda's eyes watered and she wiped at them with a sleeve. ‘Thanks, Cozzy. We are expecting it of course, but I think it’s going to be one hell of a shock. How can a man who used to weigh in at a hundred and five kilograms, a man who was a ball of intimidating muscle and determination end up like this?’

‘Cancer doesn’t discriminate, a person can be the most robust or the fattest, any age, any fitness level, they can all fall to it. It’s just as well he was as fit and strong as he was, I think he would have passed six months ago otherwise. Pancreatic cancer is a tough gig to beat, few do it.’

‘If I can be honest, one part of me will be glad when it’s over, to see him in such pain and looking like that is distressing to all of us. At least he will be free of all that, even though he never complains or shows how much pain he’s in.’

She showed Cozzy out and watched as the doctor merged into a barrage of shouted questions from an uncaring media. Belinda shook her head and quickly shut the door when the cameras turned to her.

With the doctor on his way, the family assembled in Adam's room and moved to various places within it. Belinda had a comfortable chair pulled up as close to the bed as she could get it. They all looked at the man they loved and saw he was in some drug induced peace now, it was on his face.

***
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NOW THE END WAS IN sight, something Adam was longing for in some ways, there was one last thing he had to do. He needed to get something off his shrunken chest.

Despite the discomfort, he lay contented knowing the loves of his life were sitting or standing by his bed. His beloved wife Belinda and their two adult children, Johnathon and Silvia and their kids, little Billy (who is not so little anymore, he takes after Adam), Dahlia and Justine the twins who were standing very close to their mother as if petrified of what may happen.

Belinda was gently holding Adam’s cool hand, as beautiful to Adam as the day they had married.

They all thought he was asleep, the morphine having zonked him as it sometimes did, but his eyes opened and cleared, coming into perfect focus despite the pain relief.

‘May I have some water, please?’ he said in a clear and strong voice.

‘Of course,’ Belinda said looking at Johnathon who went into the kitchen and brought back a tall glass of water, ice cubes clinking against each other and the glass.

Johnathon helped his dad sit up, shocked at just how little he weighed but said nothing. He ruffled the pillows to allow the man to stay half upright and held the glass to his dad’s lips.

‘Much better, thanks. Now, I have another request. I would like, need, some time with the grandchildren, just them?’ Adam said in a voice that was growing surprisingly stronger. ‘I have something very important to tell them, a story.’

The adults all looked at each other wondering if it was not the morphine talking. Belinda's head turned back to Adam. ‘Can’t we all hear it?’ she said.

‘Nope, this is for their ears only. They may wish to share it with you all one day, but that will be their choice.’

The kids carefully climbed onto the bed so as not to bump the man they barely recognised. Their faces turned to Adam looking at him intently, all wanting to hear a story which was to be theirs and theirs only. It was like having a deep secret.

‘Okay, if that’s what you want,’ Belinda said kindly. A man deserves some secrets.

Adam watched as the rest of the small gathering left him and the children alone, shutting the door quietly behind them. ‘Okay, now the adults are gone, I have a tale to tell. You can either believe the events I’m going to describe, or you may choose not to, that is up to you, but I can say this, it is all true, every...single...word. Understood?’

Their little faces were alight and alert as they nodded their agreement enthusiastically, their eyes glittering in the dim room.

‘Good. Now, you may also wish to keep it a secret, and I hope you do, but again, that is up to you. Mind you, nobody will believe it,’ he said with a hoarse chuckle that made him cough. He took another gulp of water, his hand remarkably steady.

‘What is it, Gramps? We promise not to tell anyone,’ Billy said.

‘Hold your horses, make yourselves as comfortable as possible, it’s a long story which goes like this. I’ll start by giving you a description of my younger life and One Well when I was your age, it hasn’t changed much but there are differences.’

With some difficulty, Adam pushed himself more upright and settled. He looked at his grandchildren and smiled. ‘Now, I must warn you, some of what you are about to hear is for grownups, there are gory bits, sad bits, it’s a bit rude in places but I will try to smooth it out for you, it’s important you hear it the way it was and not sanitised.’

The kids looked at each other beaming, not only was it to be their story, but it was also going to have grown up parts in it.

‘Oh, any words you don’t understand, ask your parents later,’ Adam said. ‘When you’re older and remember this tale, you’ll understand it a bit better. Here we go...’
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Chapter 1: One Well
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I can’t tell you who founded and named One Well in the mid eighteen-hundreds, the history books are a bit vague in that regard, but it seemed logical back then because the place had a natural spring. The local First Nations Peoples used it when trekking across the country. Unfortunately, it has long since dried up, its exact location now lost to the records, but some old-time inhabitants think it’s still around but now underground, buried by roads and buildings.

The town sits close to the Goyder Line—

‘The Golly Line,’ Justine said.

Adam sighed, he had hoped for no interruptions. ‘No, the Goyder Line. It’s an imaginary line running east to west drawn on maps of South Australia, have a look, most of them will have it. The agricultural industry uses the line as a guide to rainfall, the southern side of the demarcation is good for crops as the rainfall is better, the northern side more suited for pastoralists and miners. That’s why grain crops surround us. Now please, don’t interrupt, it’s a long story and I want to finish it today, leave your questions to the end.’

The three of them nodded and settled but not before Billy gave Justine a stern look.

One Well is one of the last larger townships before heading over the line and into more unforgiving environments and landscapes, so we’re lucky. The problem for the residents is the thinly dotted line is slowly moving south as the rainfall becomes less and less reliable and unpredictable. Soon, One Well will be north of it.

As I said, the place hasn’t changed much, just bits and pieces. Like a lot of the main thoroughfares in country and bush towns, our main street, Lloyd Road, now has bitumen covering it. It’s a wide road compared to newer towns because the residents had built it in the day of horse and carts that needed wider roads, you can still see hitching rails along the paths. In the days when the road had been dirt, when horse and cart and the first motorised vehicles used it, the road ran as a sodden puddled mush in winter, only to have it turn to concrete by the sun in the hotter months. I remember when it was dirt.

Lloyd Road is the lifeblood of this town, it’s where I spent a lot of my time when I was your age, kicking around with my mates. It’s where the pub, general store and post office are all situated alongside each other at the end of the road. The town is also lucky to have a medical centre with a GP, Cozzy, and a nurse. A luxury in some outback places.

If you go down to the general store and post office in the morning, they’re a mecca for the local farmers who gather at one or the other, or sometimes both, to buy their newspapers, to natter with distant neighbours getting the gossip and information currently running around on the bush telegraph, or to collect their mail. I remember dirty utes with brown kelpies tied to the headboards lining the street every day, the kelpies barking at each other as they waited for their master’s to return. The farmers would compare rainfall with each other or the state of their crops and animals but never letting on as to how good a year it had been or was going to be. It was always a ‘gloomy’ outlook even though there were always new orders for tractors and headers.

Now, I can’t verify this but in its heyday the town had accommodated three hotels, one at each end of Lloyd Road and one in the middle. A suspicious fire saw one of them destroyed with the third bought by a rich devout farmer who turned it into an orphanage. Like its predecessor, it too burnt to the ground twenty years after its conversion into a place for parentless children.

Rumours about the building had been circulating for years with stories of the children not treated as well as they should have been. A lot of bad stuff was supposed to be happening so enough said about that.

As you have undoubtedly seen, there are a lot of old houses along Lloyd Road, as old as the town itself, but most homes are on narrow leader roads extending out from the main street in a crosshatch fashion. This house is one of them, your great grandmother lived here, this was her bedroom.

The combined primary and secondary schools I went to is in the town’s north-east corner where there is more room, just a stone’s throw from the cemetery. The state government had constructed it in the eighties when enough children in the town merited our own school. It was a good school and I had plenty of good times there, it was where I played a lot of my footy. My first coach was brilliant and helped set me on my path.

On its premises is the community’s pride and joy, the public swimming pool. Closed during the colder months of course but it opens when the days grow warmer.

I recall a time when the locals were up in arms, your Nanna was one of them, when our student numbers declined so much the government threatened to close the school, but the principal always managed to thwart closure when student numbers bounced back keeping the school safe for another year or two. We always reckoned he was good at accountancy because we never did find out where those extra kids came from.

God, the recollections I have of the conversations and arguments about it.

Sitting on top of a slight rise at the western end of the town is the only place of worship, a simple Catholic church put there so the priests could look down upon their sinful flock. You can see the small spire above the roofs. Rumour has it there’s a bell hanging from its centre. There is no priest attached to it now mind you, even back then a lay preacher visited once a month so the devout locals, who still insisted on worshiping and confessing their sins, put up with different people to deliver their sermons.

Many of the local Catholics once owned or occupied the modest houses surrounding the church allowing the parishioners a comfortable walk to their ecclesiastical pile of bricks.

It was on the eastern side where the Protestants and ‘others’ once lived. Now the town is just a mix of different religions, but most are non-believers.

Okay, that’s One Well in a nutshell, most of it you already know even though you aren’t locals, but it helps with a bit of context for my story.
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Chapter 2: Adam Lang
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Now, because this story is about me, not all me, there are a few others, I’m going to describe some of my childhood and how we get to the red door. It helps bring things together. I hope I don’t bore you guys.

On most school mornings I woke to the ever-cheery voice of Chris Brandt, an ABC radio breakfast host who broadcasted to those people populating much of country South Australia. I pray you do not have to listen to the same. Mum always had it on, it was loud enough to filter through to my bedroom to awaken me and to be an annoyance. Who the hell is so cheery that time of day?

I remember his voice clearly on the day the door appeared and every day before and after it. ‘Good morning rural and outback SA, it’s another glorious summer’s day and it’s going to be a scorcher. The good people at the bureau are predicting a new record is on the way for Port Augusta. To help you stay cool dear listeners let’s groove to Time After Time by Chateau Pop, enjoy.’ It was the same every weekday, the only thing that changed was the very uncool music.

It’s funny, but that routine daily radio show gave the listeners a sense of security, regardless of the deep drought that could be pervading some places throughout the state or the grass fires raging across the country somewhere. All things were normal, life was dribbling along as it should, everything was good with the world and under control all thanks to Chris Brandt.

When the jock’s voice gave way to the easy listening tunes from the eighties, it made me pull the pillow over my head with a groan. The easy listening stuff was bearable, just, but the classical music after the Brandt breakfast gig your nanna liked was agonising. If it was a school day and not holidays, mum would be hollering for me to get out of bed. It was habitual, one I thought she enjoyed but I struggled to understand how she could get any enjoyment from it. I was a teenager and I firmly believed that gave me licence to stay in bed, all day if necessary. Every morning she’d raise the radio’s volume to coax me from the mattress, it never worked but she never ceased trying, although miracles did occur, sometimes. Mind you, I always managed to get up early if there was a game of football or cricket to get to.

Back then, because of my height, I was known as Stretch to my friends and those in my football team including the parents and coaches, but not my mother or my teachers.

As a teenager, I didn’t care about the temperature outside my bedroom window. Like all the other teens getting around the small rural town, and I suspect all other regional and outback communities, we were impervious to it. I was just as happy kicking a football on the school oval when it was forty degrees as I was playing on blades of grass still frozen from the frost that had fallen the night before in the dead of winter. It wasn’t an issue, and I couldn’t understand why it was for older Australians who constantly bemoaned the weather.

I had been born and raised all my tender fourteen years (soon to be fifteen) in One Well, always in the home I shared with my mum, your great Nanna. If it was on the market, an estate agent would list our house as circa nineteen ten. Back then it had the high-pitched corrugated metal roof, but it was silver and not red like it is now. It had cream painted walls made from thick insulating stone but again, the colour has changed over the years. Mum and I would sit under our wide veranda in the summer sipping homemade lemonade made from the lemons off our own tree. It still has the two brick chimneys extending into the air above the roof, old bird nests clog one, I think.

It's weird, but if you’ve been in one of these old places you’ve been in all of them. They all have the long central hall leading from the front door all the way to the back with all rooms coming off it. The ceilings are high with ornate cornices and roses from which hang lights dangling from slender chains. The creaky flooring throughout the houses are a hard wearing dark red gum, they need to be as most families had plenty of kids. People used carpet runners to help protect the timber’s high gloss finish.

My bedroom was the first room on the right. There is another two bedrooms, this one of course and another which we used as a study and spare room. We always got by with the single bathroom and separate toilet with the cistern still sitting high on the wall, the frayed string hanging from under it to flush the bowl is the same one I used I reckon. The original toilet was an outhouse, but some earlier owner had put it inside.

My mum, Audry, used to say she thought the people her mum and dad brought it from had moved the dunny inside because the red back spiders scared them.

Like most other places, our front yard was also small, still is. I measured it once. It’s three metres from the ornate metal front fence with its wire gate that still has white paint peeling off it to the front door. The concrete path leading to the verandah and steps is new, it used to be dirt, but mum hated it in winter when we’d both drag mud into the house. Although the garden was small, it was plenty big enough for her to grow her cherished roses up against the fence and a thin line of lawn that felt comfortable under her bare feet when she tended the plants.

Being an old quarter-acre block, the backyard was quite large with several fruit trees my dad planted, he also built the fox proof chicken run. Mum used to have raised vegetable beds made of old iron sheets and a rickety old timber shed where she kept all her gardening tools, organic fertilisers, and pest controls. A storm knocked the old shed down but the metal one stands where it did. Mum’s garden was her escape I reckon, it gave her time to empty her head and just do what she loved.

Even though I would never admit it, I was too embarrassed to tell my mates for fear of ridicule, I didn’t mind getting out and about in our garden. It was good spending a nice spring day with her, getting our hands dirty with grime under our fingernails. I could do all the heavy lifting which I enjoyed, it helped keep me fit and strong, and I was more than happy to use the spade and shovel to make holes and move dirt for her. I especially liked it when there were oven warm cookies at the end of the work.

When I was young, I had hopes of playing professional football, but if that was out of the question or never materialised, then I was considering studying horticulture when I left school. Being out in the open all day amongst trees and plants appealed to me. Even a groundsman would be good, can you imagine looking after the turf on the MCG?

I often watched the pair of groundsmen who kept the school’s grounds and what they did looked pretty good to me. Earning a salary to spend most of my day on a ride-on mower was very appealing.

Even though I was only fourteen, I was a strapping lad who towered over most of the other kids at school (hence the nickname) and in the sports clubs, including those in year twelve, and the teachers. Even though I ate like most teenage boys, putting on weight always eluded me for some reason. Instead of going outwards I just went upwards. It drove my mum mad. Along with the food bills she had to constantly buy me new clothes and shoes.

I was sitting on our verandah one day and overheard our farmer neighbour say over the fence to my mum, ‘All prick and ribs that boy.’ He had been sitting on his tractor seat sowing the next crop.

The comment made my mum blush, but I remember she said, ‘I’m not sure about the first part but I can vouch for the ribs. There’s more meat on a frozen popsicle than on his arse.’ I didn’t hear my mum swear a lot so that came as a surprise.

I was gangly but not uncoordinated. I was more than reasonable at playing sports like cricket during the summer and football during the winter, but I lacked real natural ability. I was one of the few who regularly trained, and the coaches enjoyed having me in their sides, or so they said. I had some natural leadership talents and was vice-captain of the cricket team, but I don’t think it ever went to my head, my mother kept my feet firmly planted, she was more about education.

On a hot Saturday afternoon at a local cricket match, I had just finished an over and was taking my place in the outfield, a few metres from where my mum was sitting. My old cricket coach had ambled over and said to her, ‘That boy of yours can bowl a mean inswinger, it scares me just watching it.’

‘I’ll take your word for that,’ she had replied not taking her eyes of the game. ‘I suppose a ball coming down from such height might be intimidating.’

My coach had agreed. ‘Yep, even I don’t like facing up to him. It’s what batting against Joel Garner must have been like without the speed.’

The name meant nothing to my mother who reminded me of the conversation and asked what the coach had been on about. She just liked to support me in all things I did and not bother with the nitty gritty of it all. Being a sole parent with just one child made our relationship more special than most, it was just the pair of us looking out for each other. I loved her dearly, and still do.

As to my dad, I never knew him. I was barely a month old when Robbie Lang, that was his name, did not come home one day. He hadn’t run out on his wife and newborn son, he simply hadn’t come home and there has never been a trace of him since, no credit card transactions, nobody catching sight of him by chance. It took a long time for mum to come to grips with it, having to deal with the demands of a newborn baby helped take her mind off it but it had a profound impact on her, although she never complained.

As a small town, One Well has small town traits with everybody knowing each other and knowing their neighbour’s business, still the case now I’d say. Mum and dad knew each other growing up but according to mum they had never shown any interest in each other in the early years, not until they entered their mid-teens did something spark but they still refrained from pursuing a relationship.

Your great Nanna was the daughter of the local bank manager, when the town had a bank, and dad was the son of a local farmer.

They saw each other at school and on weekends when the dirt bikes were racing, an event One Well was renowned for with competitors from all over the state and even some interstaters coming into the town for a weekend of dust, mud, injuries, and roaring engines.

When they were adults, they often ran into each other at the pub on a Friday or Saturday night, but it wasn’t until they were both at the duke box selecting a range of music that they started awkwardly talking. The next minute they were engaged, two minutes later they were married (much to my paternal grandfather’s delight as having a bank manager’s daughter in the family was good for business), and one minute after the reception I was coming along.

It all happened quickly but mum was not pregnant before they were married as some of the local gossipers liked to cruelly suggest. She had gone to her marital bed as intact as she was when born. If you don’t understand what I mean by that, ask your parents, it’s one of those adult things. That’s how strong our relationship was, we could talk about all sorts of stuff.

My dad loved fishing which mum always felt was a bit strange seeing as the closest water to One Well was either subterranean or a local dam. A family holiday to Queensland when he was a boy had him hooked on the sport (excuse the pun), which is how he saw it. He wasn’t catching dinner, he was outwitting a fish.

From the time he was a young teenager when there was little to do on the land, dad and three of his best mates would spend a week during summer on Kangaroo Island. They did nothing but fish all day and tell tall tales about their last catch and drink themselves into a laughing stupor each evening. The father of one of the blokes had a small holiday shack on the island. Stowed in a shed was a four-metre aluminium dinghy with a twelve-horsepower outboard.

Mum had not long delivered me, an easy birth according to the mid-wife, when the four went on their annual pilgrimage to the fishing grounds off KI and it was from there he did not come home. The coroner put it down to misadventure but if you believed the story the other three told to whomever cared to listen, it was more mystery than misadventure.

According to each of them, and they testified as such, at four in the morning the water that day was a mill pond when they launched the dinghy and headed a mere three hundred metres offshore. The fish were biting, but it was slow going, the slippery suckers teasing the four of them which just made them more determined.

With the sun coming up and the temperature rising, the four were working their rods and showing some results for their efforts and patience. Then, whatever happened to cause dad to disappear, as the other three had sworn, occurred. One minute they were in their small craft, all with life jackets on and a personal locator beacon sitting on the prow, and the next they were in the water. Something had overturned the boat and had tossed all of them and their gear into the water. There hadn’t been a violent bump or upheaval, the boat had just turned turtle.

There was no panic from any of them as they were all good swimmers and a small aluminium boat turning over was not unheard of. It had taken them by surprise more than anything else and they were laughing as they splashed about trying to upright the thing and retrieve their gear until they realised one of them, Robbie, was missing. The other three had gone into the water on one side of the dinghy with dad going in on the opposite side.

The three clung to the underside of the boat, the floatation chambers in the bow and seats keeping it afloat and called out to Robbie. They had ducked under the water and came up inside the vessel, but he was not there, he had simply vanished. Police divers and helicopter patrols scanned the water, but they found nothing of him, no sign whatsoever, not even his life jacket or any torn clothing. Robbie had gone into the water and had never surfaced. I had heard the three of them telling mum they had discussed the notion a shark had taken him, but no shark could swallow a man whole and there was no evidence to suggest Robbie had been a meal for a great white. There had been no blood in the water and no body parts.

While the weather held, the police and rescue services searched for two weeks, at sea with divers in the water and helicopters in the air. They’d had teams on the shoreline looking for a body that might have washed up but they found nothing, Robbie was gone and had never come back home.

Suspicion did fall upon the other three. For a while the police were sure they murdered Robbie and disposed of his body before they had gone out fishing? His three mates answered hundreds of questions and spent hours in police interview rooms but the story they told never changed. The police had to put a report to the coroner who came up with the verdict, the case is still open to this day.

Interestingly, my mum never suspected the three mates had anything to do with Robbie’s disappearance and neither did she believe he was dead. How she knew this she had no idea, woman’s intuition, she just knew he wasn’t. She also knew he wasn’t coming home and she’d never see him again. Mum knew it wasn’t because he didn’t want to come home but because he couldn’t, he had no way of getting back from wherever he was. As this story goes on, her intuition may make some sense to you.

She’d often considered the idea was absurd, he couldn’t be alive. But with no body washed up to shore and no evidence of a shark attack or something else she always came back to her original thought—he was alive and okay. For months after the ‘incident’, she thought it through and through, the deliberations going around and around inside her head as she often cried herself to sleep but as much as she wanted to believe he was dead, she couldn’t. Something in her bones told her otherwise.

She never expressed these thoughts or opinions with anybody else apart from me and she made sure I knew my father without me ever having really met him. The photo album was full of pictures of my mother and father together, having fun somewhere, at the pub or sporting matches and she regularly got it out to show me when I was young, to remind me, and herself, who Robbie, dad, was, and to talk about the gentle giant she had married.

‘You’ll be just like him one day, Adam. Not skinny like you are now but tall and big, just as he is,’ she often told me. She was right, I grew to be bigger than he was.

I never picked up on the present tense she used when talking about him until much later, when I was older, it was just her way.

I was good at school, not brilliant but always did my best and got reasonable grades so sport was not a problem. If I had struggled with my schooling things may have been different, but my mum was happy about the path my young life was taking.

My best mate was Luke ‘Chugga’ Nichols. He’d had the nickname for as long as anybody could remember. Luke’s father told me one day the name came about when his son was just a toddler, two and a half or three. His father liked to say Luke was all boy, he was into anything and everything. If it opened, he would be inside it, if it didn’t open, he would work out a way to get it open. If an item was climbable, he would be up it and if there was a hole in the ground, he had to be down it.

One day, as Luke’s father was watching an ashes test cricket match on the television, he had not noticed his son sidle up to the side of the couch where the old man kept a small round table. Sitting on its worn top was an ashtray and coaster. On this day there was a near full stubbie of Coopers Pale Ale on the beermat, the dew beading and running down the cold glass.

It took a few seconds for Mr Nichols to realise Luke had helped himself to the beer and a few more to react. By the time he had the sense to snatch at the bottle, it was empty. Luke had chugged it down without stopping, plain sculled it leaving the stubbie empty.

Mr Nichols hadn’t known whether he should be angry or not but from that day on Luke was known as Chugga. The small satisfaction Luke’s dad got from the episode was watching the effects of the alcohol on his young son, it was more entertaining than the cricket, and then watching how he dealt with his first hangover, years before he would be old enough to legally drink.

Many years later I eavesdropped on a conversation Chugga’s parents were having in the kitchen, they were reminiscing about the episode. ‘Bloody shame he was too young to make the connection between the beer and feeling like shit,’ Mr Nichols had said to Mrs Nichols.

Mrs Nichols had laughed. Oh boy, the brown gooey stuff sure hit the fan then’, do you remember? I asked when were you going to tell me about that?’

‘I’ll never forget it. The excuse ‘it slipped my mind’ was bloody awful. I do remember having to backtrack before I wore a rolling pin.’

Luke’s mother had been so concerned about the ill effects the alcohol could have on her only son, she chastised her husband for days. When nothing obvious untoward happened even she saw the funny side of it.

Luke and I were inseparable, we did everything together and had done so since our mothers had introduced us to each other when we were four and had gone to kindy. We shared classrooms through our schooling days in primary school and some sessions in high school. Luke also liked his sport and it quite often fell to Mr Nichols to transport the pair of us to our next game of football or cricket.

Luke had a technical mind and wanted to be a mechanic like his dad so our paths were taking different directions, but we lived in each other’s back pockets, and neither of us would ever leave One Well, so no matter what we did after school, we would always be close.

We both hated the city but unfortunately mum had family there as did Luke’s father. All of us despised making those rare visits. It was too noisy and smelt bad, so One Well would always be our home, we were country families through and through.

We spent so much time at each other’s homes we became an extended family member. Luke became the second child my mum had never been able to have, and Mr and Mrs Nichols felt the same way about me. We were good kids as well, rarely getting into mischief or playing the fools, so having us stay over was never a problem.

Luke’s dad used to amuse me, whenever the old man got frustrated over one thing or another, usually the Australian cricket team, he’d say ‘Ah, for Arthur’s sake’, or so I thought when I was young.

Years later Luke explained to me he wasn’t saying ‘Arthur’, he was saying ‘Arfur’, short for ‘Ahh, for Christ’s sake’, but Luke's mother would not allow her husband to utter blasphemies around her or the kids, so he had shortened it. Sometimes, when he thought nobody could hear, he would replace the ‘Christ’ with the ‘F’ word. When I found out I liked to borrow the phrase knowing I could get away with being rude. It was juvenile but it worked for me.

Luke lived in a similar looking house to ours which was a comfortable four-minute amble away. Every day I walked to school, apart from the very first day when my mum walked with me. From then on, I was on my own, but each morning I would walk towards Luke’s house and Luke would be at the gate waiting. We would stroll to school together picking up the last of the trio, Peter Smithers. Smithereens, as we called him, was both mine and Luke’s second-best friend.

I recall Peter was overweight and useless, but he was good with gadgets and computers, and he had a PS4 which made it handy on those rare days when none of us wanted to be outside.

If pressed, neither Luke nor I would have been able to say exactly what it was we liked about Peter except we did. He was funny in a roly-poly type of way and whenever he got embarrassed, usually when a girl was around, his face would flare brighter than Clark Griswold’s Christmas lights.

The three of us would make our way to school spending breaks and lunch together. After school, we’d kick the football around for a bit, with me and Luke laughing at Peter’s attempts as he waddled after a loose kick trying to pick the leather up only to kick it farther away, before walking back home.

Sometimes, either I or Luke would take our football and we would handball it to each other as we walked. The pair of us would laugh whenever Peter, who was uncoordinated, fumbled the ball and he would have to go and scrabble for it making us laugh harder as the pudgy boy got his hands and feet in the way of each other.

Like me, Peter was also an only child, but Luke had a sister, Belinda, who was a year younger than us boys (are you seeing the connection?). When I was growing up, before I liked girls, she had been a pain in the neck, so the two of us, Luke and I, had given her hell but to her credit she never complained and gave as good as she got. It helped she was a bit of a tomboy who could kick a football better than most of the boys in the local team, certainly better than Smithereens.

When I noticed hair growing in places where once there had been none, like on my face and my armpits, suddenly Belinda didn’t seem so brattish or a pain, she was becoming attractive, and I felt things towards her that confused me. I started to look forward to seeing her and hoped she would walk with us which she sometimes did.

My feelings changed to the point where I thought she was quite scrumptious and I had, without realising it, fallen in love with her. Suddenly I noticed her budding breasts, the shape of her legs protruding from under her school dress, her long blond hair and deepest blue eyes. She was still a little skinny, but I didn’t care.

I started finding it hard to concentrate on anything other than her whenever she was around. At night in bed if she intruded on my thoughts as I waited to drift off, other things would awaken. I wanted to talk to somebody about it but who was the problem. Certainly not my mother, nor Luke who might punch me on the nose if he knew of the thoughts I was having about his sister.

One Friday night the three of us had been watching a horror movie at Luke’s and Belinda’s place, their parents had gone to the pub for the night, and when Luke had gone to get some more Coke, I had leaned in close to Belinda and had tried to kiss her. The look on her face was something I will take to my grave, in a manner of speaking as I will actually take it with me.

Oh God, I remember it all too clearly. ‘What are you doing?’ she had asked leaning away from me.

‘Nothing, I just got a little lightheaded and thought I was going to faint,’ I had lied.

‘Well, like, don’t creep me out like that. I thought you were going to try and kiss me,’ she had said.

What came next out of my mouth was shameful. ‘What! No way, not you, ugh, it would be like kissing my sister, if I had one,’ I had blustered, blowing any chances I would ever have of getting her to like me more than just a friend.

‘Good, I feel the same, it would be like getting it on with a brother,’ she had said suspiciously, her eyes had narrowed.

I had insisted I was not trying to ‘get it on’ with her but Luke had come back in and neither me nor Belinda said anything about it again. But my feelings towards her didn’t wane, I just had to love her from afar.

From our house there were two ways I could walk to school, past Luke’s house and then on to Peter's, a route taking us through the southern part of town and then up the eastern edge. If I was alone, which was rare, I could use Inner Lane. One Well had two lanes—Inner and Outer (somebody lacked imagination), the latter being nothing more than a gap between two houses giving access from one road to another, too narrow for anything other than foot traffic.

Inner Lane was a narrow alley joining the main street with the parts of the town that were to the north. The lane was the oldest part of One Well with the side walls on the buildings that formed the narrow road being the first ever built. Some surmised the long-lost well was in that lane somewhere.

My mother told me once, when she had had one sherry too many, rumour had circulated it was the place where women of the night used to lurk in the hope of luring a man into their clutches. The proximity to the middle pub made for a brisk business on a Friday and Saturday night but the ‘ladies’ had to put up with the local drunks most nights.

I remember often wondering at the term my mother had used, ‘women of the night’. To my young imagination they must have been vampires lurking in the darkened alleyway just waiting for somebody to stumble out of the pub so they could lay their fangs into their necks. I had often intended doing a Google search on it but never seemed to remember until after my internet sessions.

***
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‘C’MON ADAM, UP AND at em, school remember,’ my mother’s voice called out, as predictable as ever one Monday morning.

I remember groaning. The holidays had flown by, and I hadn’t seen enough of Belinda. I hoped she might walk with us on that first day of school.

‘Okay, I’m coming,’ I called out with another groan. Thankfully she had turned the radio and its lame music down so I couldn’t hear it, but it would go up again if I didn’t surface soon.

I swung my long legs out of bed, my pyjama shorts scrunched up under me. After sitting for a minute, I made my way to the shower to try and wake myself up.

‘Another year of school, looking forward to it?’ mum said as I walked into the kitchen.

‘Yeah, I suppose so, it’ll be good to catch up with some of my mates.’

As there usually was, mum had put out two bowls on the table with five different boxes of cereal to choose from, I usually chose two and mixed them, this day was no different. I poured ice cold milk over it as mum put an equally cold glass of orange juice in front of me. The cold would bite into my mouth refreshingly.

It was the end of another summer school holiday period, six weeks of goofing around, the end of a January that had been particularly hot but to everybody’s relief it had been a quiet year for fires. A couple of small jobs but nothing that couldn’t be quickly contained.

We ate in silence until I got up taking both bowls with me and putting them on the sink. They would sit there all day until we did the washing up in the evening. I dressed in my school uniform and then grabbed my bag full of new books and writing utensils, and lunch of course.

‘Have a good day, Darling,’ my mother said at the door. ‘Be good.’ It was her ritual.

‘I’m always good, Mum,’ I said giving her a kiss on the cheek. Then I made sure nobody outside had seen me kissing my mother. It was my ritual.

‘Nobody saw you,’ she said with a smile like she always did.

I walked to the front gate and turned to give her a small wave, then it was off to Luke's place.

On the Monday morning of the first day back at school, the three of us and Belinda looked healthy and tanned. I still had my crush on my best mates not so little sister and could not help but notice how much bigger her breasts had gotten over the break.

She’ll be wearing a bra by now, I remember thinking as we walked to school on our first day back.

I also remember wondering what colour it would be and settled on white.

Belinda would be fourteen in a few months, the three boys, starting year ten, would be turning fifteen. It was both exciting and daunting as we knew our education was important if we wanted to work at a job of our choosing. I still had hopes of making it into the AFL, but I was smart enough to know the odds were not great, reinforced by my mother, so I understood I needed an education to fall back on.

Unlike city kids who were excited at seeing friends they had not seen for six weeks when they went back to school to start a new year, it was not the case with country kids.

Most of the youngsters living in the bush had all been knocking around together over the break, the exception were those who lived too far out. Luke and I had been rabbit and fox hunting with several of our classmates over the weekend before the first day back. There was no way we were going to invite Peter to such a thing. If we put a rifle in his hands, he’d come back missing toes or, worse still, he’d shoot holes in his friends.

City kids kept in touch using social media, their country cousins kept in touch by doing things together, from dawn until dusk when our parents expected us home for dinner.

The first week was a settler as new kids adjusted to having to move from one classroom to another. For those who had been around the system we had to work out where our new classrooms would be and what teachers we might have.

I did not really care what tutors I had to deal with, I got on well with most of them, some could be difficult but as my mother said, it’s only because they wanted the best for me. There had been one in my last year of primary school, a leftist greenie as my mother called her, who I’d had issues with, but I wasn’t the only one. Most kids irritated her and once distracted, the lesson digressed into a diatribe of hate speech about the state of the environment and who was to blame. The school principal had quietly moved her along, seeing her as the problem and not the students or our parents.

There was also a vegan who constantly went on about how it was cruel to eat animals. He was a city person who had thought a stint in a country school might be more fulfilling, allowing him to see his full potential as a teacher. He conceded defeat and went back to the city because of the constant talk of our hunting activities over the weekends and holiday periods. The teacher concluded we were all murderers and beyond redemption. The fact we shot feral animals did not occur to him, we were doing the environment a favour.

***
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ON THE EVENING OF THE second Tuesday, Chugga and I stopped at Smithereens place where I learnt he would not be going to school the next day. The whole family had to go to a funeral for some distant relative, a cousin. Peter wasn’t interested in going, he didn’t mind having a day off school but all those cheek pinching aunties he hadn’t seen since the last funeral would drive him nuts. He had a new game and wanted an opportunity to get acquainted with it.

‘Just be grateful somebody else will be delivering the eulogy and you’ll be there to hear it,’ his mother told him losing patience with the whining boy. ‘You could be the one in the casket so be grateful you still have a pulse.’

Chugga and I left and on the way to his place he told me he wouldn’t be going to school either, he had a dentist appointment. I was going to ask if Belinda was walking but he told me before I could get the question out, she had a new BFF who she would be going with.

I wasn’t too glum about that, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to walk alone with her, I might say or do something stupid.

So, on that second Wednesday and having settled in for the new school year, I found myself in an unusual position, I would be walking alone to school. I often think about that situation, it was so out of character I thought something had contrived it. So, I decided to take Inner Lane.

As was the custom, mum saw me off and smiled when I looked around to make sure nobody was watching when I kissed her cheek. She watched me until I was gone, then went back inside to start her day.

With my backpack swinging back and forth over my shoulder, I picked up a stick and swung it about trying to hit flies. It was futile but I liked it, I found it to be quite therapeutic.

I passed a house with a yellow FOR SALE sign hammered into the dying front lawn. An old friend had lived there but after his parents split his mother had taken my mate and moved to the next town south of One Well. I caught up with him occasionally when we played football against each other.

It wasn’t the only FOR SALE sign in the town, down the main street three businesses that had gone bust had signs up in their dirty windows. It was a normal cycle mum told me one day. A townie will come in, see the sign, then get all dreamy eyed with thoughts turning to just how they could use it to make a living in a quaint rural township. Their vision would be of a dream life in the country where everything was so big, beautiful, and clean, a perfect tree change without too many trees. A small shop or holding would give them the perfect lives away from the hustle and bustle of the big city and what a great place for kids to grow up.

In most instances it ended badly, the first summer usually saw the end of them and it was always sad to see another business fold but that was the way things were. Occasionally, somebody would try to tough it out and accept things for what they were. Like a lot of country places, One Well was a place where you either stayed for a year and left, or died there happy to have called the place home.

Sick of trying to swot flies with my stick, I was running it down the picket fence outside the house with the FOR SALE sign. The clack clack clack as I slowly walked down the road was somehow comforting, not intended to annoy anybody. When the fence ended, I ran it down the corrugated metal fence that was next in line.

‘Adam Lang, do you mind?’ an old lady across the road bellowed with a strength belying her years, her hands on her hips.

I came out of my daydream. Belinda had filled my mind with her image again and now I had an uncomfortable restriction in my underwear.

I recall blinking as the daydream broke and made sure I did not turn towards the old woman. ‘Sorry, Mrs Morris,’ I called out throwing the stick to one side hoping her eyes were not as strong as her voice.

The old girl was watering her plants with a garden hose and glaring across the road at me. She gave me the sternest of looks as though I had stabbed her cat or something.

Grumpy old witch, I’d thought to myself.

Mrs Morris had a skin and demeanour as tough and uncompromising as a walnut’s shell and there was no way she would let a teenage boy make a hullabaloo when the town was so quiet, it destroyed the ambiance. She wasn’t angry, not really, she knew of worse things a boy could do.

I wanted to give her a mouthful because I wasn’t really causing a problem, she was just a mean old biddy. I would have liked to have used a swear word at her, but I knew fifteen seconds after uttering it, my mortified mother would know. I was a well-mannered boy and mum expected far better things from me.

‘I entered the cool confines of Inner Lane, the shade from the thick stone walls on either side of me throwing a blanket of deep shadow. I regretted throwing the stick away now, I could have run it down the bricks listening to the clackity clack clack as the end hit the mortared joints.

I was halfway down its length when I stopped in my tracks and looked to my left with what must have been a quizzical look on my face, my eyebrows dropped over my eyes.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The Red Door

[image: ]




I was looking at a red door, a red door I was sure I had never noticed. Well, I was almost certain I hadn’t. I rarely came down the alley, but I did not remember seeing it when I had. When I was younger, I didn’t want to use it because I thought vampires may still haunt the place, but mostly it was because I always walked past Chugga’s house. I had used it often enough to know there had never ever been a red door in the wall before. I started second guessing myself. Could it be I had just never spotted it? Had it always been there but had blended in with the stonework and now somebody had painted it a bright and vibrant red?

I took a step forward and studied it. Everything about it was unusual, but now I was looking at it closely, I could see the paintwork had faded slightly, it had cracked in a few places, it was not newly painted. I moved in even closer for a better look and now saw it was aged. It had a white powdery coating that came away if a person ran a hand over it in a few places which was odd, I knew it was only exposure to the sun that made this happen to paint, the sun struggled to penetrate the narrow lane. It was only during summer when it could get high enough to briefly light the alley.

The door was not rectangular like most are, this looked like the sort of door you might find on a church, the top curved in an arc. Around the outer edge was a thick frame, the door sort of sat debossed in from it.

There was a mullion running around the outer edge following the contours and down and across the centre. The vertical part of the mullion forked into a ‘Y’ at the top, it was weird. The mullion was also thicker at the bottom than anywhere else, it looked like a kick board. There was a bunch of rounded bolt heads following the raised mullion, it reminded me of armour for some reason. It gave the door an appearance of being very strong, impenetrable.

At the end of the middle part of the mullion was a lock rail. On the end of that was a round brass knob burnished a dark colour, there was no keyhole under the handle. And that was all there was to it. I couldn’t see any hinges attached to it or the masonry. I surmised the hinges had to be on the other side.

This is damn weird, I thought.

The panels within the confines of the mullions were bare and bland. I would have liked to be able to see what lay on the other side of the door through a gap but there were none. It was a door designed for external use and looked as though it had been there for a good many years, but I was sure I knew differently.

Nah, this door wasn’t here the last time I came down the alley, I thought. It was odd, the entrance should not have been there.

I looked up towards the top of the wall to see how tall it was. I knew it was high but had never bothered giving it a second thought. When we were in primary school, Chugga and I had wondered how we could get a look on the other side, it was a natural attraction to a couple of young boys. We had considered climbing onto the roofs of the abutting buildings or trespassing in backyards to see if there was a way in, but it was a fortress, something enticing to kids but which barred them.

With my interest piqued I really wanted to know what was on the other side of the door and wall. Without a ladder I could not climb the fortification, so if I finally wanted to know what was barely half a metre away, I was going to have to go through this newly placed entrance. It was a great opportunity to have the question answered and only I would know. It was enticing.

Somebody must have put it in recently, I thought. But why put in an old door and not a new one?

There were no signs somebody had installed the door lately. I had not noticed any tradies utes parked at either end of the lane the past few days or during the holidays. There were no tell tail piles of dust on the ground below the holes that whoever mounted it must have drilled into the wall to secure the hinges. No little bits of detritus left behind by them which was unheard of. No wood shavings or bits of sandpaper. My mum always complained about the mess a tradesperson would leave behind after doing some work around home.

‘Nope, you’ve never been here before,’ I said to it as though expecting a reply. I scratched my head. It was bizarre, doors did not suddenly appear.

I studied the paintwork again and reaffirmed it was peeling in places and cracked, it looked tired with little stars of lines where the coating was breaking down.

‘Well, if you’re newly installed, you’re not newly built,’ I said to myself again. ‘Some tightarse has put a second-hand door in our wall, without me noticing.’

I looked at my mobile phone, it was eight fifty. If I didn’t get a wriggle on, I’d be late for rollcall, so I turned away intending to leave the mystery behind me. Besides, Belinda was at the end of my short journey, and she was much more interesting than an old door.

I had gone barely six paces when I suddenly stopped, my back to the entry. I thought I’d heard my name spoken softly, just for my ears. Someone had called me back, they did not want me to leave, something was drawing me to it, to that red door.

It came again. ‘Adam’, a gentle voice said, whispered on the faintest of a warm breeze running through the lane. Not for the first time my brow crinkled. I put it down to my imagination, but I turned back to face it. I looked to my left and right, then took a deep breath and held it as I listened for signs of life with my ear close to the old red timber. I was hoping to hear a conversation or movement indicating somebody or something like a dog might be behind the entrance, perhaps a person was in trouble and needed help. But how would that person know I was there and who I was? It was as quiet as I expected it to be, not a sound, nothing suggesting an ambush, no vampires.

I reached out for the knob telling myself I would only open it a crack and just peek at what was behind it, surely there would be no harm in that. If somebody did challenge me, I would simply tell them the truth, as my mother had taught me, and say the door was new to me and I had wondered what was on the other side.

My hand gripped the cold brass feeling its knurled roughness and twisted it. I gave a small push fully intending to just have a peek, but the door flew open. In a split second something pulled me violently into whatever lay on the other side of it. I say something because that’s what must have happened, nobody pushed me, I felt no hands in the middle of my back or on my pack.

A strong force firstly pulled me through the door and then I felt myself pushed from behind with just as much energy by the same force. As I passed through the door it was as though somebody had put a boot in the middle of my backpack and had shoved with all their might propelling me forward. I burst through with my long arms and legs peddling as though I were falling, my backpack up over my head. I staggered and tried to regain my balance and composure, but I lost it and fell rolling a couple of times before springing to my feet, angry somebody should play such a poor joke on me for no reason.

As I passed through there was a loud booming noise that left a dull ringing in my ears. It reminded me of the sound a thunderclap had made when Luke and I had been walking home from school one winter. The lightning bolt had hit powerlines just metres from us, the corresponding noise was deafening.

Stunned from the noise and the force that drove me forward and feeling slightly winded, I came to a stumbling halt as I regained my footing and shook my head to clear the last of the thunderous roar. When I looked up, I found myself standing in a green field of gently rolling hills dotted with a few trees, trees I did not recognise. In fact, I recognised none of it.

My mind was blank, my eyes wide and my mouth slack. I could have understood a nice lush backyard behind the wall and door, a garden tended diligently by the owner. I could even imagine I did not know the trees because they were new to me, a species I had never seen before. But what I was seeing numbed me. It was no backyard, the horizon stretched on for as far as the eye could see and nowhere was there a point of reference I could identify with. It was like looking at the inverse of the Sahara Desert.

This can’t be right, I thought lamely, then wondered if I was still asleep and having a very dramatic dream, but I dismissed it. A concussion, I thought, thinking somebody had shoved me into the wall or door but that was ludicrous, the lane was too narrow for me to miss seeing somebody enter it. I had not heard anybody, and besides, who would want to do such a thing and for what purpose?

Where am I? I wondered. And how did I get to wherever I am, this is ridiculous?

I had entered Inner Lane on a warming summer’s day with the fields and paddocks around One Well bone dry, brown, dead, the fields were bare dirt or stubble with no sign of moisture anywhere, not even in the creek beds. Contradictory, wherever I was now was very much alive, lush, and verdant, as One Well would be in the winter.

‘What the . . .’ I muttered under my breath.

I turned around but the door was gone, I was standing alone in a huge field that did not appear to have an ending. I suddenly became scared and wondered what was happening. How was I going to get back to Inner Lane? Where was the door? Where was the lane? And where were the crows, galahs, and magpies?

In a field like this there should be cawing crows and the squawking of galahs and chortling magpies, but the air was as still and silent as Inner Lane had been. Every now and again a slight puff of wind would pass over the high grass making it bend and dance before it stood erect once the air had stilled. A smell of newly cut and slightly damp hay came to me.

‘HELLO,’ I called out cupping my hands to my mouth.

All that came back was an echo as my voice carried over the gentle hills.

‘IS ANYBODY THERE?’ I yelled straining my voice box. ‘PLEASE, IS THERE ANYBODY HERE?’

Nothing, the place was empty apart from me, a few trees, and the vegetation under my feet.

I started shivering and wrapped my arms around myself. I was genuinely scared, and I could feel the heat of tears forming in my eyes. I wanted to ball and scream for my mother who could make this right, but something told me it would do me no good. I blinked a few times to dispel the tears, but my eyes now stung, I imagined it now looked as though I had been crying anyway. What was I going to do? I had nowhere to go, I did not know where I was, walking off to find a recognisable place would be difficult. Would anything be recognisable anyway? I had no way of knowing.

My mother had always told me, if you find yourself lost in the bush, stay where you are. Do not try and walk back the way you think you have come because most of the time you’ll be wrong. They were strong words of good advice, but did they apply here? I had no idea. Would somebody come looking for me, would they have the prudence to go through the door which was no longer where I was?

A ridiculous thought entered my mind, and I wondered if my predicament had something to do with the women of the night my tipsy mother had told me about. Now I wished I had Googled them, this could be a trick of theirs, a way of luring a young man to his death.

Don’t be an idiot, Lang, I thought. Vampires only exist in movies, books, and video games.

But what was I to do? What was I supposed to do? Thick and fast questions popped into my head I had no idea how to answer. That door had never been there, never. Suddenly, I find myself alone, no school mates, and it’s there in the lane and now I’m wherever I was. It smelt fishy to me, something well beyond a practical joke but still a joke.

I spun around several times looking in all directions. I had somehow become lost in a place I did not recognise and with no way of getting back home, back to where I belonged. I was struggling to even figure out which way was north or south, something that came easy to me.

Shading my eyes with a hand I looked up at the sun. Okay, it’s where it should be, I think, I thought. Now, if it’s on my right as it was when I was going to school, then that way should be north. Assuming, you idiot, the sun in this place is the same sun and the same time as back home.

That was a sobering thought. Was this sun my sun, the sun that belonged to my normal place? Was I on another planet with a different solar system? That may have seemed absurd but that was the sort of stuff going around and around through my head.

I took in a deep wavering breath trying to calm myself, my mother had told me it could help in times of trouble. Then I realised the air was different. I sniffed at it. It was cool and smelt clean, as though it had never known what it was like to have a car’s exhaust belched into it. The air had a better clarity, everything was brighter, the few colours I could see were more vivid and alive.

I looked up at the cerulean sky. The odd white fluffy cloud punctured it, the whiteness standing out against the background, but like the green fields around me it was pristine and appeared to be untouched, not sullied by pollution or dust. Having said all that, there was something about the place that did not seem right, it was nice and did not appear to be threatening, but below the surface . . . I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I knew it would come to me, eventually. Sure, it was clean and beautiful, but I had a nagging thought there was an underlying problem. It was as though someone or something had manufactured the whole landscape, designed it to lure its prey unto itself. I shivered again and wondered once more what I was going to do.

I didn’t so much as sit, but plonked myself down sitting cross legged, then hooked my arms around my knees which I pulled in tight to my chest as though to protect myself from a predator. I started to rock back and forth on my bony backside without realising I was doing it.

My head fell forward onto my knees willing the door to come back so that when I looked up again, I would be in Inner Lane with no door in sight, it would have all been a nasty hallucination. Without looking up, I pinched myself hard to make sure I was awake, I pinched harder until it really hurt.

When I lifted my head, the situation had not changed, something had transported me to a different place but the how or the why eluded me. The door had deposited me somewhere I did not know, an alien location. But how could that be? Behind the door should have been a yard, the rear yard of an old building and nothing more. It might have had trees or a chicken run, there may even have been a guard dog, a dilapidated shed on the verge of collapse like so many other properties had. There should have been something resembling every other back yard in One Well, perhaps a car wreck. I should not be looking at something like this, it was as though I had stepped into the Tardis without the mechanical interior.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. It was now eight fifty-one and a little red light was flashing to show I no longer had service, which was also confusing, One Well had good reception.

That can’t be right, I’ve been here longer than a minute, I thought.

I held onto the phone and as I watched I counted the seconds in my head. The phone continued to read eight fifty-one, it was no longer keeping correct time, just displaying it. I felt like throwing it away in anger, but I slid it back into my pocket.

I sighed deeply, I really had no idea what to do. This was a situation I could never have believed possible, not even in some of the E-books I occasionally read. How did a person prepare themselves for something like this? I looked up at the sky again, the time was still right, but I would definitely be late for school, wherever school was. If it was somewhere in this strange place, I doubted I would ever find it, not here, let alone be just a tiny bit late.

‘Okay Adam, think about this. What direction did you come in from?’ I asked myself.

I recalled the sight that had first confronted me, the small number of trees and the hill. I turned my head in that direction and scanned the scene.

‘Okay, that is west, so the school is that-a-way,’ I said pointing to my right.

With nothing else to do, I climbed to my feet and started walking in the direction I thought the school should be. I kept an eye on my mobile phone more in hope I would get a signal, or the time would recommence, neither happened. I knew how long it should have taken me to walk the short distance, but by the time that was up, nothing more than rolling hills and green vegetation faced me, nothing was changing.

‘HELLO,’ I cried out again in desperation.

I listened intently but nothing came back to me, no reassuring ‘hello’ or ‘why are you trespassing.’ I would have taken that in a heartbeat.

‘Shit,’ I said under my breath.

With my hands on my hips and my pack swaying, I turned slowly looking attentively at anything that could offer an excuse or reason as to why I was where I was. There was nothing, not a hint of anybody else living, or anything else for that matter other than grass and trees.

I grew angry and kicked the dirt putting a green skid mark on the toe of my sneaker. I kicked again and again until I had put a good sized divot in the soft soil and had created a bare patch.

I then felt guilty, this was not my place, I had no right to destroy it, I had made a bare blot on the otherwise unbroken ground, a scar.

What if somebody saw what I had done, I thought irrationally.

‘Actually, I couldn’t care less so long as they could give me answers,’ I said but did not really believe my own words.

I looked down at my hands and saw they were trembling, the fingers bouncing as my wrists rotated in small gyrations. I stuffed them into my pockets and willed them to stop the terrifying movement. I took another deep breath and let it out slowly but concluded my mother had not been right in this instance, doing it was not alleviating my feeling of panic, confusion, and anxiety. It was not helping at all, it just reminded me of the quandary I was in.

I turned my head again looking in all directions, but there was nothing to tell me what or where I should go or what I was supposed to do. I slowly resolved all I could do was walk and hope. Hope I found somebody who could tell me where I was and how to get home. There may be a road somewhere with a sign on it giving me directions. Anything to help me work out exactly where the bloody door had deposited me.

As all directions looked the same—rolling hills with green grass, the only thing breaking the monotony being the trees—I simply picked a direction and started walking, it was the only logical thing to do. I understood my mother’s warning about staying put but I did not believe that to be the proper course of action in this case. I had not wandered off into the bush, I had only opened a door which punched me into a different world.

I walked with little purpose, just put one foot in front of the other. Every now and again I would pull my phone from my pocket and look at it, nothing changed, it was like the landscape.

The sun crept higher into the sky, but the temperature stayed the same which also seemed strange to me. The mornings and evenings in the country were, on average, cooler than in the city or large towns because the heat of the day could escape far quicker. Cement, brickwork, and tarmac had the tendency to retain the heat, but the temperature here seemed to remain constant. I knew green grass was always cooler. I loved laying on it with my shirt off on a warm day to feel its coolness, even if it did make me itchy.

After walking for what seemed like hours, I decided to stop and rest under the shade of a tree for a few minutes. Even sitting under the canopy with my back against the rough bark there seemed little difference in the warmth. It wasn’t an overly hot day here, wherever here was, but I thought I would detect small changes in temperature. I put it at the low to mid-twenties making it quite comfortable. If I was where I should have been, at school, I knew I would be on the oval by now having had my lunch and either kicking a football around or in the nets swinging a bat and sweating as the weather forecast had it climbing into the mid-thirties.

Where are all the birds and insects? I wondered.

From my sitting position I ran my hand over the tall blades of grass and parted them looking for signs of ants or other bugs but couldn’t see any. I turned around and studied the tree and pulled a piece of bark off hoping to reveal a colony of termites or some other insect or beetle.

It seemed to me the only living thing apart from myself was vegetation, there was no evidence of anything else small or large. I briefly wondered if I had died and this is what heaven was supposed to look like, but I didn’t believe in heaven, and besides, the place should be crawling with the souls of the dead if that was the case.

I reluctantly got back on my feet, briefly wondering why I should bother going any farther, why not just sit here until I die of thirst or hunger? Somebody would eventually find my bleached bones still leaning against the tree.

But that was not in the mindset of a soon to be fifteen-year-old. I wasn’t suicidal. For the first time in my life I was genuinely scared and alone with no direction to take, or anybody to rely upon to tell me what I should be doing.

This landscape must change, it can’t stay like this over the entire planet, there must be oceans and water, I thought. It must also rain, nothing stays this lush without it.

The thought of water made me realise I was thirsty, but water was not something I carried in my pack, there was no need to, or so I had thought. My level of anxiety increased again, if I couldn’t find water, I’d be dead within days.

Reluctantly, I headed off in the same direction slowly trudging across the fields hoping to see a flower, a flower would show a more diverse life. It also meant there may be a population of insects that would need to pollinate it. But again, I was disappointed, just green and trees against a blue backdrop.

I had no idea how long I walked, it seemed endless until I suddenly stopped, the scent of the air had changed, just a subtle difference. I sniffed at the atmosphere as I took slow steps in the same direction, the smell grew stronger and became familiar, it smelt like cattle herded into a transport truck.

Cattle meant farming, farming meant people. I picked up the pace and headed up a gentle emerald slope.

As I crested the hill I stopped in my tracks, slack jawed, eyes wide. It was cattle but it was no farm, it was also a cattle breed I did not recognise and there were thousands of them all with their heads down chomping on the grass.

It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of the pioneers new to America who had wandered and homesteaded the great plains and came across the enormous herds of buffalo. This was similar.

The beasts had long brown or black hair dangling to their hooves. They reminded me of those Scottish cattle, the Highlanders but with much thicker and longer coats. They all had horns, but these did not look like the spikes that could disembowel a person or animal, they were short and stumpy, rounded at the ends and straight, like two fat fingers.

They didn’t appear to have a neck, they were built like bricks on stout legs.

Still, it was encouraging, there were other animals here. It gave me hope there would be water somewhere, these beasties had to drink as well.

The sun was getting lower, in this place’s timeline I knew I would be on my way home from school. Mum would not be home from work, her day ended a couple of hours after school, so my ritual was to drop my bag on the kitchen table and open the fridge to rifle through whatever was in there to eat.

From the fridge I would take a bottle of cordial, black currant I hoped, four slices of bread, butter, and cheese. I would microwave the butter for ten seconds to soften it, then cut thick slices of cheese and make two sandwiches. These I would put on a plate and take it and the drink to my room where I would flop on my bed and, just lately, think about Belinda.

If I didn’t raid the fridge, I would open the pantry door and swipe Vegemite over six cracker biscuits which I would also take to my room and still think about Belinda.

Thinking about the ritual along with the girl, who logically had escaped my thoughts for most of the day, made my stomach gurgle, but I didn’t want to touch my lunch that was still sitting inside its plastic container in my pack until I really needed to. From this moment on I was on rations until I could find something to eat which was looking less and less likely, not unless I found the grass to be appetising or I could kill one of those animals.

Then another thought exploded into my head—where was I going to sleep if I couldn’t find somewhere safe?

I suddenly stopped and the hopelessness of my situation got the better of me and I did burst into tears. The salty moisture ran down my cheeks and dripped off my chin as I turned my head again searching for somewhere I could use as a sleeping place.

I eventually wiped at my eyes with the back of my hands.

Stop sooking ya big baby, crying aint going to help, I thought. It did not really help, my eyes refused to obey my brain but slowly the tears eased. Once I had my emotions under control, I felt better for it. Releasing the frustration and anxiety that had been sitting at the back of my mind all day, just out of reach, seemed to take a load off my shoulders. I understood my situation had not changed but at least it hadn’t gotten any worse. All I had to do was keep walking and hope to find something that would get me back home or at least tell me where I was.

I didn’t feel threatened by the beasts, they seemed too intent on noshing, so I started walking again, towards them. I now focussed on not just the direction I was taking, but also my eyes were scouting for a comfortable and safe spot to sleep. Ordinarily, with daylight savings in place across South Australia during summer, the sun would not set until at least nine thirty with light still visible in the west at ten, but I was not so sure about this place. It looked as though the sun was setting lower at a time more like what I would expect in autumn or spring.

The cattle apathetically parted as I approached, unconcerned by me. They didn’t look up, they didn’t see me as a threat. It was interesting, it was as though they were tame.

My mind was alive with all sorts of notions and concerns, another thought came to me—what if there are other things that live here, as there surely must be, that only came out at night? I would be out in the open unprotected from whatever would be lurking about looking for food which might end up being me.

I was too young to realise I was worrying myself needlessly, my situation was not dire, not yet, and worrying myself was not helping.

I started looking more actively for a place to spend the night, but nothing was on offer, not even a hollow in the ground I could drop into to conceal myself from anything that might cross my path.

As the sun started to set, I concluded I had just two choices. I could spend the night either up a tree staying awake, which was highly unlikely, I’d end up falling out of it and my backside would become very uncomfortable as I fell asleep. Or I could sleep on the ground under it. It wasn’t the safest option, but it was the one I opted for. It was not the best situation but there were no others, the best thing would be for me to go to sleep and wake up in my own bed as this nightmare receded into the depths of my memories. Somehow, I doubted that was going to happen.

I selected a tree that was in a small valley between two low hills. I did not want to be on top of a rise exposed to night hunters. There were no cattle in my little valley, the herd was now behind me. As I had done earlier in the day, I sat with my back against the tree’s rough bark and opened my pack and pulled out my lunch box.

There were six sandwiches, my mum always worried about me having enough to eat, an apple, orange, and a piece of fruit cake. I chose to eat the cake and save the rest for as long as possible.

What I really wanted was some water, I’d been walking all day without any and I was thirsty.

It might rain, I wished.

No sooner had the thought disappeared from my head when I realised the chances of that happening were very slender, almost non-existent, there still wasn’t a cloud in the now deep plum coloured sky.

I finished my piece of cake, then wondered if I shouldn’t have eaten it, all I seemed to have done was tease my stomach which was gurgling so loudly I thought a night crawler would hear it. At least when I was hungry, with an empty stomach the noise was not as prominent, now it was a crescendo with the wet sounds growing in volume.

I sighed and looked up at the now dark sky with stars I recognised which came as a surprise. This was a different world to mine so why would the night sky be the same as home? I looked at the three stars in a line my mother had told me was Orion’s Belt, the same one mentioned in Men in Black. I liked looking at the stars and seeing those I recognised gave me a small degree of comfort, at least I knew I wasn’t dead as I couldn’t believe heaven had stars like that. Did heaven even have stars? No, it did not, there was no such place as far as I was concerned.

They did look brighter than normal, more contrasted against a blacker sky, but I wondered if the lack of pollutants had something to do with that more than the stars being brighter.

I zipped up my pack and put it to one side, then I laid down looking up at the black canopy of limbs and leaves above me, some of the stars were peeking out from behind the wide leaves. Without realising it, my eyes were getting heavy and I was already dropping off. The long day of walking and the emotion of what had occurred had exhausted me. Regardless of the ordeal I was going through, my mind was ready to shut itself down and process the strange events of the day.

Why is there no or very little wind here? was my last thought before falling into a deep sleep.

I slept heavy and undisturbed, but I did dream. I saw a man whose image wouldn’t quite materialise. I thought the man was familiar, but whenever it looked as though he would reveal himself to me, the image would fade or blur, he stayed on the fringes. There were other images as well, less pleasant ones of monsters and strange beings that could walk, climb, fly, or do a combination of them. There were also pictures of things I did recognise, some animals looked familiar. There was also another figure, a dark sinister thing that also remained on the fringes. I had a recollection it had a grin I never wished to see. I hoped it stayed in my dreams and not become reality.
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Chapter 4: Strange Journey
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It was the sun creeping over the top of the small hill where I still lay under my tree that awoke me, its orange brilliance washing away the gully’s shadows. I came awake with a start and sat bolt upright momentarily disorientated, then realisation sank in. I hadn’t woken in my own bed with mum calling out to me to get up and dressed for school, there was no radio playing lame songs, no permanently pumped DJ giving his opinion on the day ahead. What I would have given to hear those prudish songs and Brandt’s voice now.

My heart sank, I had convinced myself this had all been a dream, a vivid and real hallucination I would awaken from. That my life would be as it should have been but here I was, sitting under a tree in a green field with my head foggy from heavy sleep. At some point during the night the hairy cattle had meandered closer to me. I had a thought they had formed a protective barrier to keep me safe. It was an absurd notion of course, but that was what it felt like.

Then one of them approached me like a pet dog would. I watched, wary but not overly concerned. If they meant me harm it would have happened by now.

It lifted its head and extended a long neck which I had no idea from where it originated. Its thick lips and nostrils snuffled and sniffed at me. Then, using its blocky head, it nudged me as if to say get up and get on your way.

I laughed at it. The situation was funny, a tension breaking moment.

As I stood up, I thought to myself. At least nothing ate me, should be grateful for small mercies.

Once I was on my feet the animal put its head against my rump and shoved me, not too hard but I got the feeling it was telling me it was time I got moving, more importantly, it was pushing me in a certain direction.

‘Okay, okay. I’m going,’ I said to it. I picked up my pack and climbed the hill.

I looked back down the slope. The animal was looking up at me as if to say I was on track. I turned away and started walking again.

‘Speaking of eating,’ I said to myself.

I stopped under the shade of a tree and opened my pack and selected the apple, if it didn’t fulfil my hunger, which I doubted, it might relieve me of the nasty taste in my mouth. I bit into my meagre breakfast wishing I had a bowl of cereal. The apple was juicy helping to quench my thirst but not by much. I knew if I didn’t find water soon, like today, I could be in real trouble in another day or two, possibly at the end of this day. It was a paradox, here I was in a beautiful green lush endless field with trees dotting it, obviously a place of high rainfall, and I was at risk of dying of thirst.

I ate as I walked and finished the piece of fruit, eating it down to the small stork and pips, I was about to throw it onto the grass where the ants could clean it up but then realised there were no ants, there wasn’t anything including night hunters by the looks of it. I was alone in this world, just me and the hairy things.

I looked at the core and realised throwing it onto the ground was the wrong thing to do anyway. This place was pristine and throwing my garbage into it was somehow wrong even though the remains of the apple were organic.

Looking inside my bag, I found a small plastic pouch holding different coloured pens and poured them out into the pack. I used the bag as a receptacle for my rubbish, not that there would be a lot of it.

Two things suddenly occurred to me. To the best of my knowledge, the temperature had not dropped overnight, it appeared to have remained the same as it had done in the middle of the day. Then I remembered my last thought before sleep took me, there was no wind yesterday and nothing had changed there either, just the lightest of breezes that came and went occasionally. The place was mostly as still as a crypt, no air movement blowing the leaves on the trees or bending the slender blades of grass. No wind was odd, it was something new to me.

I didn’t have time to contemplate these things. I just put it down to more weirdness going on in a weird situation. In reality of course, I had all the time in the world, in this strange world, but water was on my mind, I had to find it.

I walked in the same direction as the day before (which would have made the cow happy), keeping the sun where it should be to avoid doing ever decreasing circles. I climbed to the top of another hill and stopped and looked around me, nothing had changed, it was still difficult to get any bearings. But, as absurd as it sounded, the beast had given me the direction so that was the way I was going, to change it would be foolish, it was all I had to go on. West was the way with the sun at my back.

‘Never change horse’s mid-stream,’ my mother used to say. Good words to heed in times like this.

It was one of her favourite sayings and she had a lot of them. I wondered if I would ever see her again, it was a strange notion as I had no idea what was going on. The thought made me want to cry again but I held it back, there was no time for bawling, there was too much walking ahead of me, a walk that could potentially save my life.

The sun crept up and still I walked, leaving slightly marked and flattened grass behind me. The scenery never changed, just rolling green hills with the odd tree. As beautiful as it was, it was monotonous, good for feeding huge herds of hairy critters and not much else. I kept an eye on the golden globe to ensure it stayed behind me and then, as my shadow was falling at my feet, I made sure it stayed in front which was easier because I didn’t have to look for my shadow or turn around to make sure it was still at my back.

I forwent lunch hoping my mother’s covering in plastic wrap and the plastic box would keep my sandwiches fresh for a day or two longer.

My stomach sure complained though, it didn’t settled down for what I thought was about thirty minutes. Having an unfilled stomach was also new to me.

Adjusting to being empty already, I thought as the gurgling subsided.

The sun climbed to about the three o’clock position and again my thoughts turned to school and for the first time that day, Belinda. As I had with my mother, I wondered if I would ever see her again, or Chugga, or Smithereens. Even a grumpy neighbour.

Belinda’s bronzed legs and cute face filled my thoughts as I daydreamed about her. It was better than thinking about the precarious position I had found myself in and it helped to keep my mind off my stomach.

Walking robotically, I climbed a slight incline and when I got to the top my daydreaming popped and I stopped walking—ahead of me was a change in the landscape.

I stared for a few moments and for the first time since arriving at wherever I was, a smile broke out over my face. My mother had been right, don’t change horses because if I had I might have missed this.

I guesstimated at about four or five kilometres away was the first signs of a forest. The trees were thickening forming a jungle which ran both left and right of me and extended to the southern and northern horizons.

‘Well, it’s better than looking at green fields and rolling hills all day, I suppose,’ I said under my breath, but I was quietly relieved. It would be the best opportunity for me to find a creek or something in there to quench my thirst.

I was starting to worry about talking to myself, some kids at school reckoned it was the first sign of madness. There again, if somebody suggested I was already mad I would find it hard to put up an argument, I was in the middle of madness. For some reason I woke up delusional on that fateful Wednesday morning and was now in some sort of mental dream state. I could be lying in an induced coma in a hospital bed surrounded by doctors, nurses, my mother, my mates, all wondering about how it was I had become a lunatic.

‘If I’m mad, then so be it,’ I said to myself again.

I set off with new purpose and a spritelier step, I wasn’t running but it was a brisk walk. I wanted to close the gap between myself and the edge of the forest before night descended. I needed another place to sleep, and the thick vegetation might offer something better than being out in the open.

Looking at the sky, I calculated I had about two hours before the sun would clip the top of the trees so I picked up the pace, I thought I should be able to cover the distance within an hour which gave me an hour to find a comfy bed.

I was sweating by the time I got to the line of trees and was amazed to find how thick the vegetation was, this was no ordinary forest. It wasn’t impenetrable but going through it would be tough and if it was anything like the endless fields it would be too expansive for me to pass through. I wasn’t carrying anywhere near enough food and no water, nor a tool to hack away at vegetation that blocked me. And importantly, I had no means of navigating it, I’d end up where I started.

Most of the trees had trunks at least a metre wide. At their bases were thick shrubs and bushes, some extending to half the height of the trees. There was a lot of undergrowth that would make it hard going forward.

When I stepped into the leading edge I at once felt the temperature drop for the first time since arriving in this ‘land of somewhere’. I was not the only one who could not penetrate the forest, the sun’s rays couldn’t invade it either, making it gloomy. If I was honest with myself, it looked and smelt a bit spooky.

Still no sounds of animals or birds though, that’s strange, I thought.

For a boy renowned for being fearless on the football field and quite comfortable facing even the quickest of bowlers in the cricket club, even A-graders who could deliver a scuffed ball at one hundred and twenty kilometres an hour, I was very doubtful about stepping too far into those thick trees. I’d lose all sense of direction within ten seconds.

I felt my stomach knot when I looked deep into the black and shadowed vegetation and for a moment thought I could see eyes, red eyes, and yellow eyes, looking at me.

Just your imagination, Adam, settle down.

I stepped back from the edge and looked first south and then north trying to decide which way to go (there was no cow to give me directions). I pictured a chart of South Australia in my mind and visualised what was south. Peterborough was slightly to the east, but it was a large town. Jamestown, Spalding, and Clare were also large towns and of course if I walked far enough, I would eventually come to Adelaide where there would be lots of people.

To the north there was Orroroo, which was a reasonable size, but from there things started to thin out and the likelihood of finding those small towns would become increasingly difficult on foot, especially without roads or signage.

Assuming those towns exist here, Adam.

I had to presume they existed, I had no choice. If I thought I was in a place where there were no other people and no other towns and cities, I knew I would go mad, it would take me over the edge. The thought of not being able to pursue a relationship with Belinda, even though she only wanted me as a friend, made me sad. I knew if I could get her to see things differently, I would be the best thing for her, I just needed time, and a little courage with the opposite sex.

I decided on south and hoped it was the right decision. With the edge of the forest on my right, I headed off hoping to find somewhere to sleep for the night.

With the shadows cast by the trees growing longer, I was contemplating finding a tree in the fields to sleep under again when a noise came to me, it sounded like running water.

Stopping dead in my tracks I listened for a minute, it was water, of that there was no doubt, but where was it? I thought it was in front of me, so I walked faster hoping to get there before the light failed. The thought of drinking set my stomach off again and made me realise how thirsty I was.

Coming over the top of a ridge there it was, a small creek that had its origins inside the woodland somewhere but was running from the thick trees and meandering amongst the gentle slopes. A few metres from the edge of the trees, it formed what I thought would be a great swimming hole (not that I had any intentions of diving in, it was anybody’s guess as to what could be lurking in there) before it escaped through a narrow neck and trickled away to the south.

That was another good choice, Adam, well done.

I approached the creek and dropped my pack at my feet on the water’s edge and then got down onto my knees. Looking past my reflection I could easily see the bottom of the pool, it was crystal clear and not a hint of the sort of rubbish littering the waterways around One Well. Like the colours of the grass and sky, the water also had a clarity that seemed not possible. It was too perfect.

Without thinking about it, I plunged my head into the cold water and whilst submerged sucked in a great stomach full of the liquid. It was like the air, clean tasting, unpolluted and cool, it tasted of the forest, of trees and vegetation, it tasted divine.

I pulled my head clear of the water, the ripples radiating outwards, running water falling from my hair and face back into the pool. Wanting more, I plunged my head in once again and kept my eyes open. Even though things were blurry, I had never seen such clear water. Then it happened. Something flashed outside my peripheral vision, a black shape darted from the shadows cast into the water by the trees, long shadows illuminated by the slowly weakening light.

I turned my head to its direction but didn’t see it, whatever the thing was, it had disappeared, so I continued to take in another two gulps of water. Then there was another black flash. This time, whatever it was, it came directly towards me. I didn’t know whether the thing was menacing or not, but I was not going to keep my head in the water long enough to find out. I lifted my head and shook my sodden hair forcing whatever it was to turn away. I looked down at myself, I had wet the front of my shirt but didn’t care, I had found water and was now happy, to an extent. At least I wasn’t going to die of thirst.

Dark thing or no dark thing, I laughed as I plunged my head in again and swished it around relishing the coolness and cleansing effect. My second time in the water must have been too short for the sleek black things to approach me, I didn’t see them again.

After surfacing, I cupped my hands in the water and filled them so I could drink more. Somewhere in the back of my mind my mother was warning me about drinking too much too soon when thirsty, it could come back up or give stomach cramps.

It was too late, and I wouldn’t have cared anyway, my mother wasn’t here and did not know just how thirsty I was.

I sat back from the rippled water and felt as good now as I had felt since arriving in my strange new place. The water was enticing me in, tempting me with its coolness and cleanliness, but I really didn’t know enough about the place and what the consequences could be of doing such a thing. Even though I was completely alone, or thought I was, there was always a chance somebody, a landowner or traveller, could come along and have me arrested for trespass. Getting arrested whilst wearing nothing but my underwear was not something I fancied, although if somebody did come along and I’d half undressed, it would be more of a relief before embarrassment.

‘Murphey’s law, Adam, always remember Murphy’s Law,’ my mother said inside my head. She had a million of those sayings. If I had this one right, it had something to do with toast always landing buttered side down on the floor when dropped.

Instead of going in for a swim I decided to make it my bedroom for the night. The gently flowing water as it trickled over rounded pebbles and rocks would be the perfect lullaby, putting me to sleep. Not that I thought going to sleep would be a problem, it had been another long day.

With my belly full of water, which I was managing to hold down without any cramps, I decided to treat myself to one half of one sandwich. The moment I opened the lunchbox lid, I knew it was my favourite—cheese with pickles.

The bread was a little stiff, but it tasted outstanding making me sigh contentedly. With my thirst satisfied and some sustenance my tummy didn’t make its presence known for the rest of the night.

I wished I had a water bottle I could fill from the creek, but I thought I would just have to follow it until it came to the point where I couldn’t, forcing me to take a different track. It was a bridge I’d cross when I came to it, my mother again.

Finding a soft place next to both the water and the edge of the forest, I settled down for the night, hoping to sleep as well as I had the night before. I pulled my pack over and used it as a pillow.

Above me I was awash with twinkling stars again as I lay on my back looking up, the Milky Way arching its way across the sky. The head of the emu in Crux easily visible as was the rest of the enormous bird. I loved looking at the emu in the sky. It was so obviously an emu, a person with no knowledge of the night sky would be able to name it. I always struggled to find the kangaroo which was supposed to be up there with it.

My dreaming mostly centred around the strange man again, but as in my earlier dreams he remained elusive, his face constantly blurring and changing. Then a darker dream came along, I was looking up at a fearsome creature the size of a man but built like a huge bat with a thick matting of hair covering its entire body. Its leathery wings extending well out from its body, in my dream I guessed at least eight metres.

This creature had on the tip of each wing ten barbed fingers and a thumb hooked claw like. They would allow it to latch onto either its prey or a tree trunk where I assumed it hibernated by day, just like our bats. It had long legs ending in talons and a long neck, much like a humans. Its face was very much bat like, but its mouth was rows of razor sharp fangs with four long incisors. Its ears were different to a bats, they extended outwards from the side of its head and not upwards and were more shaped like a donkey’s ears.

In my dream, I was watching this thing as it flew above me darting first from the trees and then outwards from the canopy to spiral above me. For such a large animal that looked ungainly, it was quite majestic and graceful in the air. I watched as it would slam into the trunk of a tree and grip the bark with its talons and claws. The leaves would shake every time it hit the thick wood.

It would then turn its head and look down at me before taking off again to fly from one tree to another or to glide above me. It looked as though it was trying to make up its mind about something.

I would never know what woke me but whatever it was, it saved my life. I came awake with a start and realised my dream was in fact reality, the beast was lingering in a tree directly above me and just as my eyes adjusted and came into focus, they met the black pits belonging to the creature. This almost seemed like a signal for the thing. It leapt outwards from the trunk with a thrust of its powerful legs and started to glide towards its prey—me.

Not knowing what to do, I stood and ran just as the creature was about to fall upon me. It had to adjust its flying angle and come in straight at its quarry. I turned and screamed as my vision filled with wide wings and a gaping maw full of shark like teeth.

This is not happening, it can’t be, I thought.

I shut my eyes believing my life was over before my fifteenth birthday, but I had reached the edge of the pool where I stumbled, falling backwards into the water sending a plume into the air and wave like ripples spreading outwards from the epicentre. The shock of the cold water blew away any sleep induced cobwebs in my brain as I started to flounder.

Although I did not know it then (I’d find out about these little beasties in due course), my problems were not over. Normally asleep at night in the roots of trees exposed under the surface of the water, the noise and the vibrations of churning water awoke the black shapes I had caught a glimpse of, only there were now dozens of them.

Fortunately for me, these creatures were slow to react due to their own sleep induced cobwebs. It allowed me enough time to surface and inhale filling my lungs with the night air. I took two strokes and was at the water’s edge where I was able to pull myself from the waterhole.

I cautiously came out of the water on hands and knees, looking up at the night sky to see where the monster had gone but there was no trace of it. I looked between my legs at the pool and just as my left foot cleared the water, a black shape flashed past it. I pulled my leg up quickly. I watched the water, but it had quietened, the black things had gone back to their entangled aquatic dens.

My heart was pounding, I was breathing hard with eyes wide in terror. I kept looking up at the sky to see where the bat thing had gone but I could not see it anywhere, it looked as though it had left the area, but I was not taking any chances. I kept my eyes peeled. It took ages to get myself under control and when I did, I looked down at my sodden clothes and the pool of water falling at my feet. I was trembling all over and my teeth were chattering but it was not entirely because of the cold, I was also scared shitless.

My body was cooling but there was little chance of me dying from hypothermia, the moment I was out of the wet clothes I knew I would quickly dry off.

‘Well Adam, it looks like you had your swim after all,’ I said to myself. ‘And I’m not alone in this peculiar place, there are monsters.’

I decided to move closer to the thick tree line in the hope the shadows and vegetation would help conceal me. If there was one of those creatures flying about it was very likely there would be more. One encounter was enough for me, I had gotten lucky, and I knew it. How I wished I had my point 22 rifle with me. It might only be a popgun to some, but I reckon it would have done in batman.

Keeping an eye on the heavens, I self-consciously undressed to my underwear looking around to make sure nobody was watching which I knew to be irrational, it was much like how I always looked around after giving mum a kiss before going to school. I hadn’t seen anybody or anything other than a bunch of cows, black eel things, and a giant bat like varmint intent on having me for supper. Still, I had never been outside naked or near naked before and there was always that nagging doubt somebody might come along.

Even in the change rooms at the football club I would prefer to wear my gear home and clean up in my own shower much to my mother’s ire if I was particularly muddy. I couldn’t understand how my teammates could just strut around as naked as the day they came into the world, except for their towels thrown over their shoulders as they made their way to the steaming shower room. They even did it in front of two of the female team support members who didn’t seem to mind, but I minded.

With my school uniform hanging on branches, I stood next to a tree and wrapped my arms around myself, my black jocks as wet as the rest of my gear but I was not removing them, a crowbar wouldn’t get them off.

What if the creature should return, what should, or could, I do?

I sighed and sat down determined to not fall asleep, my heart was only just reaching what I felt was a normal beat along with my breathing, but I kept gazing upwards and searching the treetops. I was sure there were eyes looking back at me, but I knew it was my imagination running rampant.

I looked around again and stared into the blackness that was the jungle next to me. I slowly relaxed and leant against the rough bark.

Should help me stay awake, I thought.

***

[image: ]


I WOKE, LYING ON MY side curled up in the foetal position with morning well on the way to becoming mid-morning. For a moment, disorientation gripped me. I leapt to my feet, the image of the creature still fresh in my mind.

Had I dreamt it? I wondered.

‘No Adam, you didn’t, that thing chased you into the waterhole,’ I said to myself.

My voice sounded normal, but I didn’t feel normal. What kind of a world was this? Huge bats that want to eat people, that’s what type, it was paradise to look at, Hell underneath.

Realising I was still mostly naked, I quickly dropped to my haunches and had a good look around. Nobody was there to see me of course, it was just the thick vegetation, the gurgling of running water and me.

I slowly stood, irrationally expecting somebody to catch me in my undies, so I pulled my still slightly damp clothing off the tree limbs and quickly dressed. My sandshoes squelched as I pulled them on. I hoped they wouldn’t give me blisters, which was the last thing I needed, especially if large bat like creatures were going to chase me.
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