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THE OLD BOY 
by Emily Wrayburn 

 

That bloody kookaburra is laughing at her, Bree is sure of it.  

'Yeah, all right,' she shouts up at the tops of grey-green eucalypts. 'You don't have to 

rub it in.'  

Her voice cracks, failing to get past the dust in the back of her throat and she 

immediately regrets her outburst. There’s no breeze and the air is thick and sticky, but a 

birdcall would still carry through the canopy; the kookaburra’s probably miles away. Telling it 

off isn’t going to help.  

Bree sucks on the tube from the bladder in her backpack, the latest in a series of 

attempts of drinking water that is no longer there. 

She looks down at her feet. This isn’t the dusty track with the steps carved out in the 

especially steep parts.  

‘Only you would manage to get lost on such a straightforward track,’ she berates 

herself, sounding for all the world like her brother, Nathan. He’d usually be with her on a hike 

to pull her back on the track when she veers off, daydreaming, but he’d refused to come out 

today because of the heat.  

‘It’ll only be a couple of hours,’ Bree had argued. ‘It’s a short one.’  

‘Yeah, a couple of hours in forty degrees? No thanks.’  
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‘Fine. I’ll go alone.’  

Nathan sighed. ‘If you must. I’d rather you didn’t.’  

She’d already spent a week cooped up inside in front of the air conditioning. She 

needed to be outdoors, heat be damned.  

Now her shirt is sticking to her back and her hair has moulded itself against her 

forehead. She doesn’t even bother trying to brush it aside anymore. The slick feel of sweat on 

her fingers the last time she tried made her shudder and it didn’t do any good, anyway.  

There's heat haze floating just above the ground both ahead and behind her. 

Everything is starting to look the same. She looks down at a brown, slender body and jumps, 

but then assures herself that a stick isn’t venomous. She distracts herself by considering the 

lack of breeze and occasional rustle of the scrub, but tells herself that she doesn’t want to 

know what’s causing it. 

She stops, shakes herself. ‘You’re letting yourself get spooked,’ she says. She turns 

herself in a circle, squinting at her surroundings. ‘The track can’t be that far away. You 

wanted to be out in the heat, and here you are. Make the most of it.’  

She pulls her phone out of her pocket and presses the power button. The battery died 

earlier but she hopes for a miracle. Nothing. Nathan will have something to say about her 

going on a hike without a fully charged device and she tries not to imagine the look on his 

face when he finds out. 
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She stares up at the treetops, trying to get a glimpse of the sun to help her tell the 

time. The trees are thick here and the layers of foliage allow only dappled light down to 

Bree’s level, nothing useful.  

She needs to sit down for a while and think. She tries to remember when she was last 

on the path. Maybe once she’s caught her breath, she can retrace her steps. And there’s 

supposed to be a little creek or waterfall around somewhere. It was marked on the map she 

had saved on her phone. The water might not be safe to drink but if she found it, at least she 

could splash some on her face, refresh herself a bit. Then find her way home. It’s just 

dehydration causing her not to think straight.   

She stops at a tree with a smooth trunk and not too many prominent roots, unbuckles 

her bag and drops it down beside her. She sits, wriggling for a minute to make the spot more 

comfortable. The ground is warm and comforting. She closes her eyes when she leans her 

head back.  

Sounds swarm around her. She can hear every twig crack, every call of the magpie, 

and that damn kookaburra again, though its laugh doesn't bother her now. She scrunches 

one hand into a pile of dry leaves at her side. An ant scurries across her fingers and she 

twitches as it tickles.  

She knows she shouldn't sleep, but she can't help falling into a dreamy state. A 

currawong calls to her from overhead and she smiles. She cracks her eyes open and stares at 

the heat haze, squinting at a spot where the haze seems thicker than the rest. It looks like it's 

moving...  

With a single bound, a kangaroo emerges, strong hind legs and tail propelling it 

forward. Its dusty grey-brown fur lets it blend in with the trees around it, but its eyes are 
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piercing.  

From its height, Bree guesses it's a male, and she tucks her legs up, trying to make 

herself small and unnoticeable. She once watched two of these roos fight to the death, one 

crashing its hind legs into the other’s chest. She has no desire to be a target for that kind of 

power. But this one shuffles right up to her, sniffing first her bag and then her. She sits, 

frozen, waiting for it to move on. She’s never seen this level of curiosity from a wild roo 

before, only the ones in nature parks that are used to eating out of humans’ hands.  

Tentatively, she holds out her hand and the roo sniffs it. Then it looks up at her again, 

right into her eyes, before turning on its heel and bounding off. It stops a little way ahead and 

turns back to look at her again, its head tilted to one side. Its ear twitches.  

‘Are you… waiting for me?’  

It keeps staring.   

Without really knowing why, Bree fumbles for her backpack and stands up. The 

kangaroo moves further away and waits again. She fastens the backpack then hastens to 

follow.  

Her marsupial guide continues in front, moving ahead, then waiting, or doubling back 

a little if she falls behind. It leaps gracefully over fallen branches and waits patiently while she 

clambers over them with far less aplomb. 

She wonders what she'll tell Nathan about this when she gets home. If she gets home. 

She realises she's assuming the kangaroo is leading her back to the main track or to safety. 

But what would a kangaroo know about the human-made paths? It has no use of them. But 

still, she can't shake the feeling it knows where she needs to go and is taking her there. 

She becomes more certain of that as she starts to recognise certain landmarks – a 

burnt-out stump, a tree with a branch that's torn its way down the trunk but not quite 



Emily Wrayburn – The Old Boy 

5 
 

separated yet – and knows she's on her way home.  

They emerge from the trees onto the path. Bree laughs giddily at a wooden sign 

demarcating different hiking routes and how long they are. The last arrow points ahead and 

reads ‘Car Park’.  

She’s not out of the woods yet. ‘Or should that be out of the bush?’ she asks herself, 

giggling and thinking how everything's funnier when you're hot and tired and thirsty. 

Either way, even if she manages to find her way back to this point again when she's 

awake, it's still a couple of k's back to the carpark. There's a tap there and she'll be able to 

refill her water bladder but, in the meantime, it's going to be a struggle. 

The kangaroo is watching her from a little way off. She holds out her hand to it again 

and it comes closer, nuzzling her fingers and letting her stroke its forehead.  

'Thank you,' she says. Her voice is barely above a whisper because that's all her dry, 

parched throat can manage, but she knows the animal understands. She thought talking to it 

would feel strange, but it makes about as much sense as anything else that’s happened.  

The kangaroo nudges her with its head, sending her off down the path toward the car 

park. When she turns back, it's already disappeared back into the bush.  

*** 

‘Come on, love,’ says the voice. ‘That’s the way.’  

Bree jumps, but her eyelids are stuck together, and she can't separate them 

immediately. She groans. Her throat is so dry she can't even croak out a reply. 

‘Easy now.’  

The voice is warm, kind. An older woman, Bree thinks. She manages to crack her eyes 

open and sees a wrinkled face above her. The park ranger wears a wide-brimmed hat but her 

face has seen its share of sunburn.  
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‘Can you sit up?’  

Bree manoeuvres her elbows under her back and works her way to a sitting position. 

Her body aches all over. The ranger puts her arm around her to help. 

‘Here you are. Don't drink it all at once. Take it easy.’  

It's tempting to down the entire contents of the proffered bottle of water but the 

ranger is right. Bree takes large gulps, pausing to swallow each one rather than scull it in one 

hit.  

‘I’m Shirley,’ says the ranger. ‘It’s Bree, isn’t it?’  

Bree nods. ‘How did you know?’ 

‘Your brother called us when you didn’t come home yesterday. He couldn’t 

remember which hike you said you were doing. He'll be relieved to know you’re all right. But 

you’ve had a lot of people very worried.’ 

‘Yesterday!’ Bree exclaims but then a coughing fit prevents any more words from 

emerging.  

‘Don’t excite yourself,’ Shirley says, taking the bottle out of Bree’s hand and rubbing 

her back to help the coughing subside. ‘I’m not going to tell you what you should have done, 

because I know you’ve learned your lesson now.’  

Once the coughing stops, Shirley hands the water bottle back and Bree takes another 

swig of water. Despite Shirley's kind words, she still feels out of sorts and wants to tell herself 

off. She should have known better. She looks around to distract herself and sees the carpark 

is down a slope to her left.  

How had she... had she really made it back this far? Had that kangaroo... or had 

everything been a dream? Even getting lost?  

‘Now, do you remember much of what happened?’ Shirley asks.  
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‘I...’ 

‘You left the track, didn’t you?’ There’s a little bit of judgement in Shirley’s tone, but 

Bree knows it’s no less than she deserves. 

Bree nods, and takes another drink to hide her embarrassment.  

‘Did the Old Boy find you?’ 

‘What?’  

‘A big buck. Kangaroo. Supposedly.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘There've been stories about him for decades. Rescuing lost hikers, bringing them 

back to us. Of course, they only live for about six years in the wild so....’ She raises her 

eyebrows, clearly sceptical.  

‘But...’ 

Bree knew she had seen him. He’s the only thing she can remember between sitting 

down in the bush and waking up here; he must have guided her back. She looked up the way 

she had come. The heat haze is still hovering just above the ground, from one edge of the 

track to the other. There is nothing else.  

‘The mind plays tricks on all of us, love, especially when it’s this hot. Don’t think too 

much of it. Now we’ve found you, we’ll call Nathan to come and pick you up. You certainly 

shouldn’t drive after the time you’ve had.’ 

Bree nods, and tries to put thoughts of the kangaroo from her mind. Shirley helps her 

to stand, and they make their way back down to the car park. She feels shaky on her legs, 

especially going downhill. No surprise, really. Now that the sun is in view, she can see that it’s 

early morning. She’d spent the whole night up there with no water or food. She tells herself 

she’s lucky she didn’t end up as something's dinner. Perhaps she has the Old Boy to thank for 



Emily Wrayburn – The Old Boy 

8 
 

that, too. 

Shirley calls Nathan and then radios in the report that Bree has been found. They're 

an hours’ drive from anywhere, so Shirley stays with her until Nathan arrives. He’s brought 

his boyfriend Charlie with him to drive Bree’s car back home. Charlie hangs back, but Nathan 

looks furious when he gets out of his car. Shirley puts a hand on his arm.  

‘Your sister’s had a long night,’ she says. ‘Take her home. Let her rest. Argue about it 

later.’ 

But he only manages to contain himself until they’re in the car. As soon as they’ve left 

the car park he slams his hands on the steering wheel.  

‘What the hell, Bree?’  

‘I’m sorry,’ she replies quietly. She knows she’s in no position to try to justify herself. 

She sits in the passenger seat, staring straight ahead.  

That’s when she sees him. The same Eastern Grey, standing tall, right in the middle of 

the road. He's staring straight at them, unmoving as the car comes closer.  

‘Watch out!’ She grabs the steering wheel from Nathan and yanks the car to one side. 

Nathan cries out, swearing.  

‘What is wrong with you?’ he shouts, gripping the steering wheel so his knuckles turn 

white.  

‘You didn't see it?’  

‘See what?’ 

‘Massive kangaroo. Looking straight at us.’ 

‘Jeez, Bree, there was nothing there. You’re seeing things. Good thing I'm driving.’  He 

shakes his head and Bree sees his lips move as he mutters to himself. She knows it's going to 

be hard work making up for the worry she’s caused him. No more hikes for a while.  
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She turns and looks through the back windscreen. The kangaroo hasn’t moved. 

Somehow they drove right through him, and as she watches, Charlie does the same thing.  

And then Bree blinks, and when she looks again, the Old Boy is gone. 


