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​Chapter 1  Beside the Creek
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Ben sat in his favourite spot beside the creek. The heads of the tall grasses waved beside his shoulder, and completely hid his bike, where he had dumped it. It was school holidays at last, and it was such a relief to be free from the school-room. For a whole seven weeks. 

At school, there was always someone to pick on him. They teased him, because he could always answer the teacher’s questions. They stole his lunch, or bumped into him in the corridors to make him drop his books. Then they laughed, while he hurried to pick them up. Otherwise, a teacher would stand over him, shaking her head.

‘Are you always so clumsy? I don’t know how your parents put up with you at home!’

Of course, she didn’t know Dad was hardly ever home. His job took him away, driving big trucks to country towns, for weeks at a time. Then, it was just Ben, Mum and his little sister Millie, who was not even one year old. Before he left each time, Dad always told Ben he had to be strong, and look after the family. How he was supposed to do that, Ben didn’t know. But he always told his father he would.

And now Mum was cross, because of the cordial he spilled on the clean tablecloth in the dining room. Of course, he apologised, then listened to her scolding for a while. Finally, she let him leave the house, warning him not to get into mischief. But almost everything he enjoyed doing, she would describe as mischief. Quickly he had ridden through the local park, to reach the creek. It was his private place, away from the adults who seemed to criticize everything he did, and the kids who loved to torment him.

How he wished for a friend to talk to, someone who shared the same type of problems. They could dream about the day when a teacher would actually see the bullies when they were stealing lunches. They would make the thieving stop, and Ben and his friend could eat their lunch in peace. Or some rich person would actually donate enough money, so Ben could have his own laptop to use for lessons. Then, he wouldn’t have to share with one of the bullies, who kicked him under the table, and turned the screen so he couldn’t see it. Anything a bully could do, to make school harder for Ben.

But Ben didn’t have a friend at school. Perhaps it was because he was new to the school. Perhaps it was because he was different, with his New Zealand accent, and his pale skin and hair. Whenever anything bad happened, Ben would run his fingers over the watch on his wrist. Years ago, it had belonged to his grandfather Tom, and thinking about him helped. Soon, Tom would come to visit, and Ben could share his worries. Granddad had a way of making everything feel better. 

The rough stone wall beside the bank of the little stream was warm behind him. He screwed up his eyes against the glare of the afternoon sun, and lay back on the grass, enjoying the warmth reaching through his shirt. He relaxed, and almost forgot his mother’s raised voice. But it was too nice a day to spend lying here. He wanted to explore these new surroundings. He sat up again.

When he looked to the right, he saw the little creek trickling off into the distance. It was lined by the fences of suburban houses, each backyard with its sheds, fruit trees and vegetable gardens. He could even see his own backyard way down there, with a little gate opening to the bank of the creek. That was home.

On his left was the solid concrete bridge across this little creek. Two steady streams of cars crossed it all day ... it was a main road between this suburb and the centre of the small city. The most unusual thing about the bridge was, it was built over a slight bend in the stream. As Ben gazed under the bridge, he saw where the water course disappeared out of sight to the right. He had often wondered about that bridge. Thoughtfully, he touched granddad’s watch. Today, he decided, was just the right time to find out where the creek came from, the other side of the bridge.

Leaving his bike, he splashed into the shallow water and walked under the bridge. It was cooler here, in the deep shade. Above his head, he could see where pigeons perched every night, up among the steel supports. Their smelly droppings covered the lower supports. Above him, cars roared across the bridge, and then everything around him vibrated. The shallow stream tinkled and chattered around small pebbles. An empty drink carton tugged at a broken branch. Nameless insects skittered over the surface. As Ben’s feet disturbed the water, the insects disappeared among the plants on either side.

Ben pushed on, vaguely surprised at how far he was walking. Now, as he followed the stream, it changed direction, and he followed the bend to the right. Soon, he could see sunlight shining on the water beyond the shade of the bridge, which certainly seemed much wider when he was underneath it. Up ahead, the light grew stronger. At last, the warmth of the sun on his shoulders showed he had left the bridge behind. 

Now the water in the creek was deeper than he expected, almost up to his knees. He wondered where the extra water had come from, as there had been no rain recently. And the creek was wider, too, its bed almost completely blocked by reeds, reaching above his head. He pushed his way through them. As he cleared the reeds, he found himself face to face with ... a cow.

It’s hard to say who was more surprised.

Ben froze. He’d seen lots of animals on the TV, but never as close as this! A cow! Or was it a bull? To Ben’s relief, the cow decided to leave. She turned away, and plunged up the creek bank, her feet making deep pits in the churned mud beside the water.

Ben let out his breath in a big burst, and relaxed. But then he wondered where she came from. Cows just weren’t allowed in the tiny backyards of the houses in this suburb. 

And then he realised there were no fences lining the creek. And no houses. His jaw dropped. Slowly, he turned right round, amazed at the number of tall trees lining the creek; the broad expanses of grassland stretching to the foothills; the narrow sandy roadway crossing the creek behind him, by a narrow wooden bridge.

He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. What had happened to his suburb? Where was he?
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​Chapter 2.  A New Friend
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For a moment, Ben hesitated. Should he stay and investigate this strange place, or would it be safer and wiser to turn back under the bridge? He touched Tom’s watch for luck, then he kept walking. If I don’t, I’ll never understand what is going on, he told himself. He kept following the creek, further away from the bridge.

A short time later, he rounded another bend. The creek had developed a deep waterhole, and beside it, he could see someone fishing, with a pole made from a thin tree trunk. The boy seemed about his own age.

‘Hi,’ said Ben cautiously. The boy swung round in surprise.

‘Cripes, where’d you come from?’ he demanded. ‘Why’d you sneak up on me like that?’ He looked down at the collie dog lying on the bank beside him.

‘Great watchdog you are, Jack! You should have warned me, instead of just sleeping all day!’

‘He didn’t need to warn you,’ Ben said. ‘I’m not going to hurt anyone.’ He slapped at a big mosquito on his arm. ‘Except one of these stingers,’ he added.

‘I’m Ben,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Everyone calls me Ginger.’

It was easy to see where Ginger got his nickname. He had curly red hair and eyebrows, and his eyes were a clear blue. Just like Ben’s baby sister, Millie.

‘Hang on, I’ve got a bite.’

As Ginger turned to concentrate on the fishing line, now tight in his fingers, Ben observed him. He wore a grey shirt buttoned down the front, with a collar like the one on the shirts Dad wore to work. It was grubby, and one of the buttons dangled loose, ready to fall off at the first chance. 

As well as the shirt, Ginger wore only a pair of shorts of the same grey material. The stitching on the side seams was strained, and someone had put a large patch of darker material on the seat. Ginger’s feet were bare, except for a thick coat of mud collected from the creek bank.

Ben had never seen anyone dressed in such a way. So different from his own T-shirt, with its bright lettering, his baseball cap, and his footy shorts. Ginger could have stepped out of a history book. Even the grassland beside the creek looked as it would have done, in an old photo. Ben found it hard to understand what he was seeing. Where had all the houses gone?

‘Do you live near here?’ Ben’s voice was a bit unsteady.

Ginger pulled in his line, and flicked a flapping silver fish onto the bank. (Where had it come from? The school teacher said, the creek had been too polluted for fish for years now!)

‘Yeah, in the house on the hill.’ Ginger nodded towards the east as he knelt beside the fish, gripping it firmly as he worked the hook out of its mouth. ‘What about you?’

Ben turned to look at the white weatherboard house, half hidden among the trees dotting the hillside. He had never seen anything like it since they arrived here from New Zealand. He was even more confused.

‘Oh, around,’ he said, not prepared to be more specific. He looked at the fish, now shining silver in the sunlight as it lay on the grass. ‘Do you catch many fish here?’

‘Yeah, it’s easy enough to get them. Tomorrow’s Friday, and Mum likes to cook fish on Fridays. I always come down to see what I can get.’ He pointed to a sack lying in the shade. ‘Now I have four. One each for Mum and my brother Tom, and two little ones for me. That’s enough.’

‘I’ve never managed to catch anything,’ Ben admitted, not letting on he hadn’t tried. (The teacher said no-one should eat anything living in the creek, anyway.) But Ginger and his family often ate fish without getting sick. How strange.

‘Was it your cow I saw?’ he asked. ‘She was standing in the creek when I came up, but I can see her up among the trees now.’ He pointed to some trees up near the house.

‘That’s Daisy,’ Ginger told him. ‘She’s our house cow. I have to milk her every morning before I go to school. Tom used to do it, but now he catches the early bus to go to work in a factory near the city
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