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Dedication
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CHAPTER ONE

A NARROW ESCAPE


[image: ]




As the final bell signalled the end of the school day, Otto rushed out of the classroom and paused cautiously at the end of the corridor. He peered through the doorway, scanning the area for any obstacles. Otto’s heart sank when he spotted Hendrix, the school bully, standing menacingly at the front gate and blocking his path to freedom.

‘Oh no,’ Otto groaned. His day had been going so smoothly up until that moment.

Suddenly, Hendrix's two hulking companions shouted from behind, ‘Look! There he is!’ The bullies gave chase, pursuing Otto like a pack of hounds on a fox hunt.

Gripped by panic, Otto sprinted across the school grounds, his tormentors in pursuit. He scaled the towering fence, plunged through the dense foliage, and concealed himself in an abandoned wombat burrow as his breathless pursuers tore past, unable to find their prey.

Gulping for air and wiping his brow, Otto felt a brief reprieve, thankful for the rigorous cross-country training he had undertaken with the school team. 

Yet his anxiety lingered, as he dreaded the prospect of their inevitable retaliation.

Emerging from his hiding spot, Otto brushed off his dusty clothes and adjusted the weight of his backpack. He took a deep, invigorating breath, savouring the crisp earthy scent of eucalyptus, before setting out on the long trek home.

Unwilling to further burden his already overwhelmed mother, who was struggling to manage their household and farm after his father's passing, Otto kept the bullying he faced at school to himself. His troubles only intensified when his grandfather, his only other remaining relative, was admitted to a nursing home as his dementia worsened.

As Otto strolled the familiar bush track, cherished childhood memories washed over him. He gazed at the peaceful quarry, its still waters reflecting the sky, and remembered those carefree days spent fishing and learning to swim alongside his father. 

Had he known what thrilling adventure would soon unfold at this very quarry, he might have stayed to savour the moment longer. 

With his birthday approaching and the threatening shadow of Hendrix’s gang hanging over him, Otto longed more deeply than ever for his father’s reassuring presence and wise guidance.

The piercing call of a nearby kookaburra jolted Otto from his reverie.

Remembering his promise to assist his mother after school, he hurried home, where he quickly changed into his overalls. With his heart racing, Otto scurried across the yard toward the old henhouse where he could see his mother’s outline through the dusty window as she worked hard inside. 

Pausing briefly at the entrance, he then stepped in with his gaze lowered to the straw-covered floor, overwhelmed by shame. ‘I’m sorry, I had to return to school for some homework,’ he mumbled, his voice breaking as he delivered the lie, each word feeling increasingly difficult to speak.

Worry creased his mother’s face. ‘I was concerned when you didn’t come back on time. Now that you’re here, you can help me finish.’

Together, Otto and his mother gathered the dirty straw that lined the ground and nests of the chook pen, loading it into a wheelbarrow and spreading it across the vegetable garden to enrich the soil. As dusk fell, they swiftly spread fresh straw from a hay bale and herded the chickens back into their coop for the night. Exhausted but satisfied, the pair leaned on their rakes, taking pride in their diligent efforts.

With a warm smile, Otto's mother asked, ‘Are you hungry?’

‘I'm starving!’ 

She affectionately ruffled his hair and suggested they freshen up before enjoying the meal she had prepared.

The freshly baked quiche, its aroma wafting tantalisingly through the air, beckoned them to the table. The flaky pastry crust encased a delightful blend of crisp vegetables, tangy feta cheese, and fluffy eggs. Otto savoured each bite, relishing the complex flavours and eagerly requested a second helping.

Chuckling at his hearty appetite, his mother served him another generous slice.

‘Can you believe you'll be a teenager tomorrow?’ his mother asked, her voice brimming with maternal pride. ‘It's incredible how quickly time has flown by!’

Feeling satisfied after finishing his second slice of the savoury quiche and draining his glass of orange juice, Otto leaned back contentedly. With his earlier concerns about Hendrix and his gang temporarily set aside, he eagerly anticipated his upcoming birthday and the carefree school holidays ahead. As he rose from the table, Otto said, ‘I'll be happy to clean up.’

Otto's mother’s voice trembled with emotion. ‘You’ve inherited your father's thoughtful and caring nature.’

Otto responded with a warm, reassuring smile as he tenderly embraced his mother.

After finishing the dishes, they enjoyed home-grown strawberries and ice cream while watching a documentary about the cosmos – Otto’s chief fascination – from galaxies and stars to planets and moons. As the evening closed, they retired for the night.

Lying in bed, Otto contemplated his upcoming 13th birthday. His mother had proposed a party with friends, but he yearned for a more low-key celebration – visiting his father’s grave, placing flowers, and enjoying quality time with his mother and grandfather at the nursing home.

Exhausted, Otto rolled onto his side and snuggled under the warm, comforting blankets. The tranquil, rhythmic creaking of the tree branches swaying outside his cottage window soon lulled him into a restful sleep.
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CHAPTER TWO

BIRTHDAY SURPRISE


[image: ]




The next morning, warm affection shone in Otto's mother's eyes as she leaned down, placing a kiss on his forehead and whispering lovingly, ‘Happy birthday. Your favourite breakfast will be waiting for you. Come down when you’re ready.’ 

Drowsily, Otto mumbled his thanks, his words punctuated by a wide yawn as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. The newly-teenaged Otto rose from his bed, stretching as he made his way to the bathroom. Gazing at his smooth face in the mirror, he smiled with satisfaction, before quickly grooming and dressing, eager to enjoy his mouth-watering spread of eggs, bacon, mushrooms, hash browns, and grilled tomatoes.

Seated at the kitchen table, Otto watched as his mother poured a glass of fresh, vibrant orange juice, then stared at the generous portion of food before him. ‘Yum, that looks delicious! But I’m not sure I can finish it all,’ he exclaimed. 

His mother smiled reassuringly, explaining that he should eat what he could, and they would give any leftovers to the chickens, ensuring nothing went to waste.

As Otto enjoyed his meal, he watched his mother decorating his birthday cake. He was deeply grateful for her steadfast devotion. Despite the challenges of losing her husband and tending to her ailing father, she remained cheerful and optimistic.

Suddenly, a loud pounding echoed through the house, rattling the front door.

‘Can you get that?’ his mother asked.

Otto abruptly pushed away from the table and hurried to the door. There, he discovered a tall, beautifully wrapped box bearing his name and a card. Grunting with effort, he struggled to carry the mysterious package inside.

‘Your present has arrived!’ his mother announced joyfully.
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