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The wind howled, buffeting me with its overbearing arms, and freezing rain stabbed down cutting into my face. Lightning flashed and thunder crashed. A great bulk of a tree, close to where I was standing, gave out a rolling scream. It rocked and spluttered and then fell to the earth wrenching the ground around it up into the sky. The tree, an old war horse veteran of many campaigns, came to an unhappy halt, lay still and died.

I had jumped clear as the tree crashed down and now found myself grovelling in the sludge of a mud pool. Nice way to end a pleasant Sunday afternoon stroll.

I stood up and liquid mud rolled over my nose and down my face.

Lightning sliced through the sky with an electric dazzle but once it had gone I couldn't see a thing as the night was pitch black. There was no moon, no stars, no artificial light of any kind, just the blackness of eternity.

I decided to shelter behind the carcass of the newly collapsed tree and wait for the storm to die from its own excess. Rain lashed my face and the wind howled at my drenched body but I was, comparatively speaking, sheltered and snug. I was almost comfortable, in a wet cold and wretched sort of a way.

To tell the truth, I didn't want to move, I wanted to stay where I was until the storm rolled by. No doubt someone being bitten by an eleven foot alligator or clamped in the jaws of a grey nurse shark would be, I suspected, worse off than me but at this particular point in time, in my sodden and freezing state, I couldn't get up much sympathy for them.

I heard a scream.

It was a shriek, frantic and stretched vocal cords, not bellowing but lamenting, like a violin in the last stages of agony. It was a noise that pierced and shattered the darkness, cutting through the relentless storm.

'Aidez moi!'

It was a desperate voice, somewhere to my right.

'Oh mon Dieu, aidez moi.'

I'm not the world's number one linguist, so I wasn't sure what the words meant, but even I got the intonation pretty well - Help!

It was a woman and she was in trouble.

So, comparatively speaking, I was as snug as a bug in a rug, but my little snug was shattered again by another scream. If only women would scream for help when the sun's shining and the sky's blue but obviously the screamer couldn't wait for a raincheck. Oh well, in for a penny in for a pound.

I stood up in the eternal blackness and slowly, there was no other way, moved towards that operatic falsetto of fear and pain.

A blinding flash of light shattered the darkness. Standing right in front of me, only a few metres away, was a great monster of a man, looking not unlike the Incredible Hulk. In the nanosecond of blinding light I took in the fact that he was tall, about six foot three or more, probably a whole lot more, and he was solid, very solid. He was wearing black, lots of black, although in the right light I might have been able to discern some dark grey in there, but as it was it looked black. A black three quarter length coat, black trousers, black shoes, black shirt and a black tie. He had black hair as well. Black was very much the flavour of the month with this guy.

He had big strong hands and the reason I noticed this was because in his right hand he was holding a bunch of human hair, blonde human hair, it was attached to a head of the female variety and the head was attached to a body. The body was crouched over, it didn't have any choice, it was being dragged along by the hair. The woman was wearing an evening dress, it was saturated, of course, by the rain, but even so it was a very becoming evening dress, perhaps a little flashy, and she wore stilettos. I felt that, for the weather conditions, stiletto heeled shoes were perhaps a bad choice but what the hell, she was wearing them, not me.

In that flash of light I'd seen all I needed to see. The man slapped the woman about the face with his left hand and then began dragging her along by the hair again.

'Ta gueule!' shouted the Incredible Hulk.

'Aidez moi!' shrieked the woman.

'Tais-toi!'

'Tu me fais mal!'

'Soyez silencieux!'

I didn't see this exchange of words but I sure as hell heard it. Although it was a jumble of meaningless sounds to me I knew what the altercation was basically about. A woman was trying to escape from a violent man. There was another shriek of the female variety and I heard the man strike the woman again.

My eyes were adjusting to the light, or the total lack of it, but I still couldn't see much. Mostly it was things very dark and things very, very dark. I could however make out the shape of the Incredible Hulk and it appeared that he was now repeatedly hitting the woman.

Nice one fella.

'Venir,' he shouted.

The lightning lit up the sky once more. It was like fireworks on New Year's Eve. The guy was still dragging the woman along by the hair, his manners weren't improving. I also noticed in that flash of light that the man was much bigger than I'd previously thought, he was a giant.

I stood in his way, probably not a very bright thing to do, but I couldn't think of anything else on the spur of the moment. It was like standing in front of a freight train.

'I'm going to have to ask you to let the lady go,' I said.

'Niquer!' he shouted.

The Hulk came to a crashing halt. Unfortunately the crashing halt happened about five paces after he'd crashed into me.

I picked myself up out of a mud puddle. Mud was trickling down my face, making little channels and rivulets. My clothes were splattered in mud, the gooey stuff was oozing out of my shirt and I'd even swallowed some. Mud was the main ingredient on the menu and the cuisine was yuk.

'I'm getting the impression you don't want to talk this thing through in a civilised way, man to man,' I said.

I wiped the mud out of my eyes and mouth.

'Barstarrd!' he shouted at me.

I couldn't hear him too well, I was busy cleaning mud out of my ears, but I decided that he was speaking with a French accent, a muddy French accent, but absolutely a French accent. Unless it was Swiss or Belgian or possibly Russian.

'I don't like the idea any more than you do but I'm going to have to intervene on the lady's behalf.'

'Barstarrd,' he said again. 'Mind your own blardy business and liff me alon or I eat you alife!'

It now sounded more like a pantomime version of a Frenchman speaking English but pantomime or not I think he meant business.

'I should warn you,' I said, 'that I've been known to do some eating alife myself and I've got a pretty big appetite.'

'Okay, now I keel you,' he said.

It wasn't so much his words that affected me, God knows I've been threatened often enough, but the tone, tone is everything. He managed to put so much venom, so much anger, so much threat, so much...it's hard to describe. I can take care of myself, in the area of fisticuffs, but the way my erstwhile friend spoke would have put the fear of God into a lesser man.

Not that I'm bragging. I wouldn't dream of saying I'm good when it comes to an all in brawl, and I would never say that in the matter of unarmed combat I could be an Olympic athlete, I don't believe in bragging, but I can handle myself pretty well, however modesty at all times is my policy.

He grunted angrily, like a cornered pig, and growled like a vicious dog. Not a good combination. Then he hissed in the way snakes sometimes do before striking. I assumed he was also glaring at me but it was so dark, thankfully, that I couldn't see his ugly face.

I stood my ground.

'Put the lady down,' I said.

'Barstarrd!' he screamed.

The words came out more as an angry scream, a stream of conscious word noise.

'Look mate...' I said.

He wasn't listening.

He flung the female in my direction. I knew this because I was suddenly hit by a head of hair, closely followed by a soft body, which fell against me. As I caught the woman his fist came crashing down just slightly back from the bridge of my nose.

I dropped the woman.

Hells bells and little fishes that bloody hurt, I saw stars. Pain leapt through my face and banged at my brain like a boxer getting stuck into a punching bag. I lost my balance, I defy any man to keep upright after that, and fell to the ground. I felt someone's foot kicking me in the ribs but that was nothing compared to the first punch which had done its stuff.

There was a shriek, the woman screamed again, and at the same time a foot, possibly the same foot that had kicked me in the ribs, smashed into my thigh.

I was in a daze and totally bewildered. Not only that, I was floundering in the mud again. There was mud in my hair, in my eyes, something putrid and wet was oozing into my mouth, my ears were filling up with the stuff too, I was a mud cake in the making, and I've never been really that fond of mud. I did notice, when the lightning flashed, as I lay there being kicked, whilst at the same time taking a mud bath, that the woman made a dash into the night and was gone.

I'd achieved my goal. It was now time to make a tactical withdrawal but, as the saying goes: The best-laid schemes o' mice an' men gang aft agley.

I was kicked once again. I was now sick to death, not only of the mud, but also of being kicked. I grabbed his bloody foot and started to twist it off.

'Merde!' he shrieked.

He fell over.

I know he fell over because he landed on me. He splashed in to the mud and I took the opportunity of pushing a rich creamy handful of it into his face.

'Barstarrd!' he screamed.

I pushed another handful of the putrid waste into his mouth. He couldn't say much after that.

He could move though, much quicker than I expected, and a great fistful of mud was sploshed in my face.

'Plaufgh,' I said.

I threw two handfuls of mud in his face, or at least in the general direction of his face, and decided that this childish game had gone on long enough. I tried to get up but he pulled me down and I crashed into the mud yet again.

I made a grab for him but he slid out of my grasp as if he were covered in oil. He tried to stand but it was like walking on ice and he toppled back down into the welcoming mud. Mud splashed up into our faces and all over our clothes, not that it mattered, I was already covered in the stuff.

I tried to stand, he grabbed me and I fell face down into, surprise surprise, mud. He rolled on top of me and held my head down in the mud. I tried to get up but couldn't move. Muddy water was gurgling into my nose and mouth. I tried to stop it, I couldn't breathe, I was drowning in the creamy brown liquid.

I kicked and punched and made contact with something, whatever I hit it was enough to make him let go of me and he stood up. He then started kicking me again.

I grabbed his leg, the same leg I'd done the business with earlier, he lost his balance and went over and mud splashed and sploshed everywhere. His head must have been near my feet because as I tried to wriggle away from him he grabbed my leg and started biting my left foot. I'm not sure what had happened to my shoe, hopefully it would turn up later. Shoe or no shoe I couldn't believe that he actually bit my foot, what a barbarian! The pain shot like an arrow through my foot, up my leg, into my groin, stabbed at my heart and hammered at my brain. It hurt so much I hit out wildly. I hit out to save my life, or at least my foot. At this rate I would have nothing left below the ankle.

I sat up and hit out and as I struck him he bit harder. I hadn't thought he could bite any harder but he did. Bloody hell it hurt, the pain was awful.

The next move I only use in times of extreme stress, it's not pleasant for my assailant and it's certainly not my idea of fun. I grabbed a handful of cloth and inside that cloth was a pair of freely hanging testicles. I squeezed as hard as I could and then squeezed harder. I applied a vice like grip and his teeth let go of my foot. He screamed, he was blaspheming I presume, I hung on in there until he stopped screaming and started quietly groaning, then I let go.

I decided it was time for a tactical withdrawal or, to put it more pertinently, a full scale retreat. I moved away as quickly as I could sliding and slithering backwards but he scurried along after me on all fours. Then the ground gave way and we both ended up in a pit of cold filthy water. I splashed around trying to stand up and get the hell out of there and he hit out at me. I moved away but tripped, he came after me and fell over. We were splashing and plashing like a couple of live wires in an electric storm.

Then he got his hands around my throat. He pushed me under and I swallowed a mouthful of contaminated and putrid water. I forced my head back out but he pushed me under again. This went on for what seemed like hours but was probably less than a minute. Each time he pushed my head under it was for longer than the time before and I swallowed more and more of the filthy stench laden water.

Have you ever been walking a dog when suddenly a big and dangerous dog starts barking and showing its teeth, ready for an all in brawl, with your dog facing off waiting for the inevitable charge? Well, if you have, the two dogs facing each other have a smell, a smell that says it's on for young and old alike, and the hulk I was facing had that smell. Maybe it's adrenalin, I don't know. I may have had the same smell myself, but I could only smell him and he smelt dangerous.

I punched him in the mouth and he finally let go of my neck but unfortunately he hit me in the nose again, the exact same spot where he'd hit me before. I saw stars, but much brighter and bigger than the first time.

Then he grabbed me yet again around the neck, pushed my head down into the liquid mud and as I began swallowing filth once more it occurred to me that the Hulk was set on drowning me. I pushed my head backwards, opened my mouth wide and took a lungful of air, he forced my head under again. I swallowed more of the muck but forced my way back out of the water. Then down I went again but this time when I pushed to get back out he kept me under.

I could hear a voice, it was calling me, I knew that voice, it was the voice of death.

He was squeezing tighter and tighter around my throat with his hands. If I didn't drown he was determined to strangle me. I was dying, soon I would be dead in the water. I stopped struggling and went limp and slowly the hands around my neck began to relax. It took a long time, much longer than I'd anticipated, or hoped for, but finally the Hulk let go.

Never one to miss an opportunity when it arises I rolled over, took the biggest lungful of air I could gather and slithered away. It wasn't easy, all the mud that had entered my nose and throat was now intent on making its way out again. And he was after me. We squirmed and squelched and splattered, it was too slippery to get a good grip on each other but too boggy to make a run for it and then his hands were around my neck again and he was forcing my head under.

What happens when the unstoppable force hits the immovable object? I head-butted him.
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It was over.

I stood up, I was sodden, the world was black and I was in a fair amount of pain, there wasn't a part of me that didn't hurt. Blood streamed down my face, I knew it was blood because when it ran in my mouth I was surprised that it didn't taste of mud. I found it hard to breathe but, and this is the most important but, I was the last man standing.

'Get up you bastard,' I said.

The Hulk was silent.

'Move it big guy.'

Still silence.

'Come on fella, do us both a favour, get the hell up out of the mud.'

I felt around with my foot and found something soft and squidgy, so I got down on my hands and knees. He was still warm, well as warm as you can be when you've spent the last half hour in a mud bath, but he wasn't breathing and there was no heartbeat. I tried to do mouth to mouth, not an easy thing as I suspected I had a broken nose. I started vigorous compressions on his sternum, the bone near his heart, I needed to get his heart going.

I worked like a dog. I forgot my own pain and pumped and breathed and blew air into him and then pumped and breathed and blew some more. I needed to sit down, and would have loved a cold beer, but I kept pumping and breathing and blowing air into him until I could pump and breathe and blow no more.

**
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There was movement. It took a while for me to work out what was going on. I'd been lifted and then placed on some kind of trolley and now I was being loaded into an ambulance, I've been in them before, I know the smell.

'How do you feel mate?'

'Mph,' I said.

I'd tried to say: I feel like shit but mph was all I could manage.

At this point in time eloquence was not my forte. I felt like shit and as sleep, or unconsciousness, or death crept into my brain I was happy to go with the flow.

I awoke and still felt like shit. There were people talking, one female and two males. One of the blokes was obviously talking to me, he spoke in a cultivated Indian accent, firm and full without the sing song of many Indians who speak English.

'I know you can't see me but can you hear me? You are in hospital, here in Ulamanderrraburra, in the outback, you are about to be transferred by ambulance to the Queen Adelaide Hospital.'

Do I look like a watermelon that's been run over by a steam roller? I tried to ask.

'Mph,' was all that came out.

'He's conscious,' said the cultivated Indian voice.

'Mph,' I said.

'Don't worry, the plastic surgeons will fix your face, you will be put back together exactly the way you were.'

That's what I was worrying about, I tried to say but only a noise came out.

'Mph.'

I was knackered. I shut down my brain and slept.

I was woken by my bed being jolted. I was on the move, I was being loaded into the back of another ambulance, there was that smell again.

'Even if he lives he'll never see again,' said a gruff male voice.

The voice wasn't Australian, it was a voice from the north of England.

'Best thing'd be if he don't come round,' said a male with an Aussie twang.

'He won't, take my word for it, he won't make it, the drive to Adelaide'll kill him.'

'Well if he does live the police are interested in talking to him.'

'I'll drive,' said the north of England voice.

There were a few grunts as my bed was pushed and pulled into position. I wanted to tell them to take it easy, there was a wounded soldier on board.

'Keep a close eye on him, the bleeding's not good and his breathing's bad, like I said I don't think he'll get to the hospital alive.'

Why don't you save yourselves a journey and just drop me off at the mortuary, I would've liked to say.

'Mph.'

'Fuck, he's conscious. Are you conscious, can you hear me?'

Of course I can hear you, you bloody idiot!

'Mph.' I said.

'How're you feeling?'

Like a million dollars.

'Mph.'

'You just keep still, everything's fine.'

That's not what you were saying earlier.

'Mph.'

'We'll get you to Adelaide in no time mate, then you'll be right,' said the Aussie twang.

We'd get there a whole lot faster if you put on the flashing lights and got the siren going.

'Mph.'

'Step on it Ted, we might get there before he carks it, put on the siren and the lights.'

I heard the siren screaming out across the world but of the lights I saw nothing.

Time moved slowly but sometime later the ambulance pulled over and I was transferred from one mode of transport and loaded into yet another. The last ambulance had smelt of cigarettes and bad breath, this one smelt of flowers. The voices in this ambulance were female, I guessed that was because they were girls, or women, who knows. Here's a conundrum, when is a girl a woman and when is a woman a girl? The question went around and around inside my head.

'Silly buggers men! Always fighting!' said a rich almost base baritone voice.

'Someone's made a mess of him.'

The second voice was more sympathetic, it was also more high pitched, more soprano, both were Australian.

'Nice looking though,' said the baritone.

'Might have been once,' said the soprano.

Women have been known to throw themselves at me.

'Mph.'

'He's awake! I thought he was out cold.'

'Now you just stay where you are, try not to move.'

'Mph.'

'Don't try to speak, just lie still.'

I thought we could have a little chat about life, death and the universe, and then I could drive the ambulance for a while.

'Mph.'

'He's trying to say something.'

'Not sure what it is though.'

'Mph.'

I must have slept some more because I was woken with more jolting. My bed was being wheeled along, I was out of the ambulance. I could tell I was indoors, and after negotiating a few bends I was wheeled into an elevator. I knew it was an elevator as the air smelt like a lot of people had all been breathing the same air, and there was the smell of machine oil that you get in elevators, and, even though my whole world was black, when I was taken into that elevator I could feel the confined space. I hate confined spaces.

'Third floor,' said a lovely high pitched female voice.

I heard the unmistakable sound of the elevator doors closing, psssshshut, then the elevator started to move.

'Don't worry, we'll soon have you out playing footy again,' said the high pitched voice.

It was a lovely voice with a full-on operatic lilt and I was certain that the woman whose voice it was would be beautiful.

'Mph.' I said.

'Ah, you're in the land of the living, I wasn't sure,' she said.

Nothing like a pretty girl to bring a man back from the dead.

'Mph.'

'Don't try to talk, you'll have to wait until the bandages come off, it will be easier after that and then we can see what state you're in.'

'Mph.'

'It's okay, don't worry, everything will be fine.'

Get me out of this bloody elevator before I go nuts!

'Mph.'

'Stop trying to move, you'll be okay.'

Oh God, get me out of here!

'Mph.'

We came to a halt and the doors opened with the same psssshshut and my bed rumbled forward. I could feel the change in the air around me, normal service was resumed.

'Put him in bay five, I'll be along in a couple of minutes,' an American voice, no a Canadian voice, said.

I felt a hand on my shoulder.

'We'll have you fixed up in no time bud,' said the Canadian.

I was wheeled along some more and came to a halt in, what I presumed, was bay five.

'This will hurt you much more than it hurts us,' said a male voice.

He was right.

'On three, one, two, three.'

I felt arms all around me, no doubt attached to people, and in a flash I was lifted up into the air and moved sideways onto another bed.

'Don't worry you'll be okay,' this was a soft and pretty female voice.

I felt fingers, delicate fingers, playing with the bandages around my head.

'Can you hear me?' said the Canadian.

Of course I can hear you, there's nothing wrong with my damn ears.

'Mph.'

He, the Canadian, took hold of my right hand.

'If you can understand me squeeze my hand,' he said.

I squeezed.

'Jesus, he's definitely alive. Hey that's some squeeze you've got there bud,' he said. 'Are you in pain? I know I am.'

I squeezed again and he quickly dropped my hand.

'Okay nurse, let's get all these bandages off.'

The pressure on my head eased as slowly and carefully my bandages were removed. It took a fair amount of time and wasn't very pleasant.

'I like your style mate,' said a male nurse, or a female nurse with a very deep voice. 'I know this is painful but we're almost there.'

The final dressing was removed.

'I cnseenthn,' I said.

Roughly translated this was: I can't see anything.

'We're onto that.'

'Aagghh!'

That came out the way it was intended.

'Keep still, you're in a bad way, you're very badly bruised, broken ribs, a broken nose, what's left of it, we think there could be bleeding in your brain, we may have to drill a hole to relieve the pressure, and there could be irreversible damage to your eyesight.'

I'm not a lover of hospitals. They're not too bad if I make a quick visit with chocolates and flowers but when I'm the one laid out on a slab, helpless, but hopefully with my dignity covered, there's only one thing to do. So I did it, I slept.

I was conscious and the thing I was conscious of was a big room. I sensed it, it felt cold and echoey. I could hear people moving about and talking in muted tones. The room smelt of disinfectant and the thousands of other chemicals that hospitals splash about. There was ammonia, a strong smell of ammonia.

'You won't have anything to complain about, Doctor Charles is a wonderful plastic surgeon.'

This voice wasn't so beautiful but it was full of character, and female of course. I wouldn't describe a man like that.

I couldn't see but my brain was still intact.

I felt a needle enter my arm, then I heard heavy footsteps.

'How are you today?' said a familiar Canadian voice on my left. 'We didn't get introduced the other day, I'm Wayne Charles.'

I smiled at him, it was easier than talking.

'Don't worry, we'll have you looking as good as new, or better.'

'I li the rugd look,' I said.

Not clearly but I said it.

'Believe me you won't.'

'I loo tha bd?'

'Well let me put it this way, you haven't got a broken nose you've got a broken face.'

'I'm fn,' I said.

I tried to get up and felt hands push down on my shoulders.

'Keep still. The anaesthetic should be kicking in any time now.'

'I no ashleep.'

'You soon will be and then I'm going to give you a new face.'

'I li my fashe.'

'Begin counting backwards from one hundred.'

'Wn wrk, drugsh hve no effec on m...'
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Her hands were soft and gentle. She breathed quietly and when she moved about the room her footsteps were slow and deliberate. She smelt of flowers, not sugary sweet flowers, but a more subtle, fuller scent. I couldn't see her, I couldn't see anything, my world was black. My head was encased in bandages, along with other parts of my body, I could only experience her as touch, smell and the sounds she made. Her voice was a deep alto, it was smooth like velvet and she had a presence, a deeply sexual presence. I was very aware of her body and the heat her body gave off and when she touched me a thrill ran up my spine.

This wasn't a sexual encounter, it was a nurse changing bandages, but it felt good. Her name was Charrissma MacDoogle, her friends and colleagues called her Doogle. I called her Charrissma.

She came to my room every day to check my bandages and to talk. We talked a lot, I found out all about her, but I could tell her very little about me, my mind was confused and I remembered nothing.

'I was born in the South Australian Riverland.'

This was her response when I asked her where she came from.

'Your mother and father are still alive?'

I asked her lots of questions. I wanted to keep our conversations going, keep her in the room. I was desperate to keep her talking, her voice was one of the few contacts I had with the outside world.

'No Dad died of lung cancer, cigarettes,' she said.

'So did mine.'

'You're starting to remember?'

'I don't know why I said that.'

'Don't worry about it, it might take a long time but it will happen.'

'It's driving me nuts,' I said. 'Anyway keep going, you were telling me about your parents.'

'Yes, Dad was a fruit blocker, he grew oranges and wine grapes. He tried to make a living but it wasn't enough so he started a trucking company and Mum did the books and she also helped drive the trucks. It was hard and we were very poor, they built a garage out of bricks but instead of parking the trucks in the garage we lived in it. Later, when they got a little bit of money, they converted the garage into a house.'

'Hard times.'

'Yes hard times. Things were so tough I started to grow pumpkins, I got this idea that if I could grow butternut pumpkins I could sell them and we would make some money and all our problems would be solved. Kids have wild dreams.'

'But did it work, did the pumpkins solve your problems?'

'It wasn't as simple as I'd imagined. I scratched a bit of soil in a row put in the seed and watered them every day and up they came, they were so beautiful, lovely little plants but would you believe it we got a frost, we never had frost, but that year we did and they all died.'

'Too bad.'

'I didn't give up though. I planted more seed and watered them and up they came and this time, if it got cold at night, I covered them up. I planted pumpkins lots and lots of pumpkins. Have you ever eaten butternut pumpkins?'

'I'm pretty sure I have, aren't they the sweet ones, shaped like a very large pear?'

'That's it and they're orange inside and out, a very large orange pear. Mum used to roast them in the oven and that's the very best way to cook them. We had pumpkin pies, pumpkin soup, roast pumpkin, pumpkin cakes, pumpkin muffins, pumpkin scones, pumpkin salad, pumpkin pizza and pumpkin surprise.'

'What's pumpkin surprise?' I asked.

'It's pumpkin done any way you like. We lived on pumpkins for months on end. Pumpkins kept us alive. Mum's recipe for pumpkin soup is the best, she would chop her onions and fry them in butter with crushed garlic and chilli, then she added the pumpkin that she'd already oven roasted, then she added water, it's best if you use cream but we couldn't afford it, and she cooked it slowly on a ring on the stove. One year, for Christmas dinner, we had pumpkin soup, roast pumpkin with boiled mashed pumpkin, and a very small roast chicken all followed by a pumpkin Christmas cake
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