

[image: image]







Copyright © 2024 by Barbara Randell

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact brandell68@yahoo.com.au

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover photograph shared on Pinterest by Tim Shady

Visit the author’s website at barbararandellwriter.com







CONTENTS

Chapter 1  A Tunnel in the Park

Chapter 2  Things have changed

Chapter 3  A Tunnel in Time

Chapter 4  A Way Through the Hills

Chapter 5  The Way Back

Chapter 6  Going Home

Chapter 7  Did it Work?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1    A Tunnel in the Park
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Sunday morning, Ruth jumped out of bed as soon as she woke up.

‘At last,’ she thought as she put on her white T-shirt with the picture of a fluffy pink puppy. ‘I’ve been waiting so long for today.’ She pulled up her pink shorts, and tied the laces of her pink sneakers. ‘At last, it’s the day of our picnic.’ She rushed to the kitchen, where Mum was getting breakfast. There was no sign of Dad, or her brother Tim.

‘How soon can we leave?’ she asked, as she filled her bowl with cereal. ‘I do hope Dad and Tim aren’t going to make us late. Can I go and wake them up?’

Mum shook her head. ‘Dad is already putting picnic things in the car. And Tim is awake. He just takes longer to get dressed than you do. You know that.’ She put some toast on the table. 

‘He thinks about things, before he does them. Not like you, Ruthie.’ Mum shook her head at her daughter. ‘You’re too impatient. You do things without thinking first. And that often gets you into trouble.’

Each year, in the summer, the family took a picnic into the Park. Just Mum, Dad, and their two children, Tim aged 11, and his sister, Ruth, aged 10. They started early in the morning, so they would have the whole day to enjoy their visit. And it wasn’t long before they set out from home.

It was really a short drive for them to reach the Park, but still Ruth was impatient. Several times, she asked, ‘How much longer?’, until Dad got cross, and said if she asked again, he would cancel the trip, and they would all go home. After that, she stopped talking altogether.

Once they arrived in the Park, Dad stopped the car in the carpark, beside the big pond. The adults found a spot to set out the picnic in the shade of some trees, then the children helped to unload things from the car. Ruth was so excited, she almost dropped the box she was carrying. Tim was happy too, but was calmer.

At last, Dad was satisfied. ‘That’s all the things out of the car. Thanks for your help, kids. Now you can go off and enjoy yourselves.’

‘Be back for lunch at  1 o’clock,’ Mum reminded them, ‘and stay near the path, so you don’t get lost.’  

Ruth led the way through the open woodland, where the scattered gum trees with their dark fissured bark spread deep shadow; and straw-coloured dry grass reached as high as their knees. When they disturbed a small kangaroo, she wanted to chase it, but it soon left them far behind. A kookaburra sitting on a tree branch laughed at them when they stopped, panting for breath. They found a sleepy koala sitting in a tree-fork, but it did no more than open one weary eye, when they called to it. Colourful parrots ignored them, as they swooped between the tree-tops.

They had left the regular path far behind, and were both surprised when they suddenly crossed it again.

‘Look!’ called Tim. ‘Here’s the walking track again. I wonder where it goes now?’

‘I want to find out,’ Ruth replied, leading the way forward. ‘It looks as if lots of people use it, so it must lead somewhere important.’ Then she stopped as they turned the next corner.

‘Oh, it’s a tunnel. It’s big enough for a car to drive through. Why would there be a tunnel in a Park?’ she asked.

‘A long time ago, a train used it, when it ran right through the Park. But that was very long ago, probably a hundred years or more,’ Tim said. It was the sort of thing he always knew. ‘And there are no trains now. Just this old tunnel through the hill. I wonder where it comes out?’

Ruth hesitated. ‘It looks dark. And a bit spooky. I’m not sure I want to go in there...’

‘Oh, come on!’ he urged. ‘Lots of people walk through here every day. Look, there are some coming through now.’

The children waited until the two adults reached them. They smiled at the children as they passed.

‘Come on!’ said Tim. ‘You’re always scared of something. Anyway, I’ll be with you, won’t I? Nothing bad will happen.’ So Ruth gathered her courage and walked beside him.

Within a few steps, the tunnel curved, and she could see a patch of light showing the opening at the far end. Now there was nothing to be afraid of. She set off at a run, just to show Tim she was not really scared. And within minutes they were back among tall dry grasses, and scattered gum trees, just the same as it was, at the other end of the tunnel.

They explored this side of the tunnel. They found an adult emu, leading a family of chicks through the bush. ‘Keep clear of him,’ Tim warned. ‘That’s the father leading the chicks. He would kick us, if he thought we put the chicks in danger.’ For once, Ruth was glad Tim knew odd facts like this.

Tim was growing hungry. He thought of the food their mother had packed in the car.

‘I’m going back to the car for something to eat. Coming, Ruth?’ he shouted, and headed back towards the tunnel. This time, Ruth followed. But now, the tunnel seemed even darker than it had been before.

‘I wish I had a torch!’ Ruth muttered, as they walked along in the dimness. ‘When we came through, we could see the light at the other end. But not this time. Where has it gone?’ she asked.

‘Remember the tunnel bent?’ Tim reminded her. ‘We have to get to the bend before we see the light. We’ll get there soon.’

She stopped. ‘Look, there’s some light! I can see an opening.’ She turned aside towards a gap in the rocks beside the track. ‘This will be quicker, I’m sure.’

‘No!’ Tim called. ‘That’s not the way we came in. That must be another opening altogether! We don’t know where it will come out. Don’t go there, Ruth!’ 

But she had already walked into the gap in the rocks, and up the gentle slope toward the opening. Her long shadow stretched towards him. 

‘Come back!’ Tim followed, anxiously. ‘You just jump in and do things, without stopping to think. Who knows where this side tunnel will end up?’ 

He still hoped to persuade his sister to turn back. But now she reached the opening at the end of the passage, and squeezed out.

‘Oh!’ she squeaked.

Tim crawled out beside her, and stood up. He too, was surprised.
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Chapter 2     Things have changed
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They were standing on the side of a hill, densely covered with bushes and thick grass. Below them, in the bottom of the valley, they could see a group of people having a picnic. But something about them was very different from the parents, they had left behind.

‘Just look at the hats!’ Tim laughed. And indeed, all the ladies were wearing very broad-brimmed straw hats, decorated with flowers, and smothered in layers of netting. The men wore felt hats, with narrow brims, such a contrast with the women. Some were flat caps, others had turned-up brims ‘Like bowler hats,’ Tim thought. The women’s hats would keep their faces sheltered from the sun, the men’s hats would be useless for that. 

‘What wonderful dresses,’ Ruth said wonderingly. ‘Look at them. They all reach to the ground. And have long sleeves. And have buttons right up to the neck. But they must be terribly hot. And how do you sit down comfortably with all those skirts?’

‘All the men are in suits!’ Tim snorted, ‘with ties around their necks. And some even have waistcoats under their jackets. And in this hot weather! What a silly way to dress up.’

‘That’s it,’ Ruth exclaimed. ‘They must be dressed up for a special occasion. I’ve seen pictures of people dressed like this in my school history books. Perhaps it’s to celebrate an anniversary, like the opening of the railway. Let’s watch them for a bit.’

They moved away from the tunnel opening, and the bushes and tall grasses closed over it again. Even a short distance away, it was almost impossible to see it, so dense were the plants.

The children crept closer to the picnic group. They could recognise most of the food spread on the blanket -—sandwiches, pies and cakes. But there were no thermos flasks to hold hot water. Instead, there was an open fire, with a can of water heating over it. There were tall bottles of beer, but no ice to keep them cool. 

‘And no folding chairs or tables,’ Tim noticed.

As they watched, some of the men went off to play cricket on the oval. But they still wore their heavy suits as they ran chasing the ball. Their faces were soon dripping with perspiration. They looked so silly, Tim had to laugh. But nearby, another boy cheered the players.

‘Good shot!’ he exclaimed.

Ruth looked around. Not far away, she saw a boy about as tall as Tim, leaning against a tree. His hands were very dirty, and he was eating an apple.

‘Hello,’ said Ruth. ‘Are you here for a picnic too?’

‘Nah,’ said the boy. ‘Me dad has a farm just over the hill. I should be helping to look after the cows, but I haven’t had me dinner. So I pinched an apple and just ran away.’

Ruth walked across, and sat down close to this new friend. ‘Hello, I’m Ruth,’ she said.

‘Call me Joe,’ the other replied. ‘Me mum calls me Joseph, but I hate that.’ He looked sideways at Ruth, and then asked, ‘Why are you dressed like a boy?’ 

‘All my girlfriends dress like this.’ Ruth was proud of her T-shirt, her shorts and her sneakers. She shook her head, and her short hair flicked around her ears.

‘Nah. Girls wear dresses, and have long hair. I should know, I’ve got three sisters. Worse luck!’

Joe was dressed a bit strangely himself. He had long shorts, reaching below the knees. They were made of some heavy material like men’s trousers. They were much too big for Joe’s small waist, and were held up by two straps over his shoulders. His shirt gaped open and his feet were bare. Like his hands and face, they were very dirty.

‘I’ve never seen a boy wearing braces before,’ Ruth ventured.

‘How else am I supposed to keep me pants up?’ Joe asked. ‘Mum made them for me, from an old pair of Grandad’s. They have to fit me for years, so she made them big. When I’m 14, they will probably be right, and I won’t need the braces no more. That’s what happened with me brother, Will.’

Joe looked over Ruth’s shoulder. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked.

‘My brother. Tim, come and say hello,’ she called. Reluctantly, Tim walked towards them, looking from Joe’s dirty face to his muddy feet. He frowned
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