
        
            
                
            
        

    Dangerous Journey
by Alwyn Cox

There was forest all round. All round for hundreds of kilometres. And there were no roads in the forest. There were only tracks.
Two tents stood in a clearing. Two men were standing near the tents. The younger man, Manuel, was making coffee on a small stove. He looked up at the sky.
‘It’s going to rain today,’ he said.
‘I know,’ replied Leon. ‘And the rain will turn the ground into mud. Then we’ll never get back to base.’
Four men were working in the forest. They were looking for iron and other metals. Leon was the boss and he was angry.
It was early morning. Leon and Manuel were ready to leave. But Joe and Pedro were our in the forest.
‘They left in the truck two days ago,’ said Leon. ‘They’re very late.’
Joe was always making trouble. He was younger than Leon and he was clever. He wanted to be boss.
Manuel poured the coffee into mugs and the two men drank it slowly. Suddenly they heard the sound of a truck.
‘They’re back,’ said Manuel.
The truck came up the rough track. It stopped near the tents. Joe jumped out. He was a big man with red hair. He was smiling. His smile made Leon more angry.
‘You’re late,’ said Leon. ‘Where have you been?’
‘Hunting,’ replied Joe. And he held up his rifle.
‘Hunting,’ Leon shouted angrily. ‘That’s not your job. We haven’t time for hunting.’
‘We were away for two days,’ replied Joe. ‘We’re not very late.’
‘I’m the boss here!’ Leon shouted.
Joe looked at Leon angrily. He was not smiling now.
‘We’re late - very late,’ said Leon. ‘The rain will start soon and then there will be mud everywhere. We must leave now.’
Manuel took down the tents and Joe and Pedro put the boxes into the truck.
‘Hurry!’ shouted Leon. ‘It’s ten o’clock. Let’s go.’
Soon everything was in the truck. Joe sat in the driver’s seat. Leon sat beside him. Manuel and Pedro climbed into the back of the truck.
Joe started the engine and the journey began. They drove easily for the first twenty kilometres. Then they came to a stream.
‘There was no water here last week!’ Pedro shouted to Manuel. ‘Look at the water now.’
The stream was full of water. Joe slowed down and drove the truck carefully through the rushing water.
They crossed the stream and Joe drove faster. The rain was now falling heavily. The track was very muddy and the truck began to slide.
‘Watch out!’ shouted Leon. But it was too late.
The truck stopped. The wheels were still turning, but the truck was not moving. The wheels were turning round and round in the mud.
Leon got out and Pedro and Manuel jumped down. Joe sat in the driver s seat.
Leon looked at the wheels in the mud. Then he looked up at Joe.
‘It’s your fault,’ he said angrily. ‘You were driving too fast.’
‘Pedro, you cut branches from those trees,’ ordered Leon, ‘And you, Manuel, throw the branches under the wheels.’
Pedro got a large knife out of the truck and Manuel helped him.
Leon turned to Joe. ‘You, come and help us.’
Joe did not move. ‘I’m driving the truck,’ he said. ‘That’s my job.’
‘I’m boss here!’ shouted Leon. ‘Come and help us.’
Joe did not say anything. He did not get out of the truck. Leon looked at him angrily. Then Leon walked away.
Manuel and Pedro threw branches under the wheels. ‘OK. That’s enough,’ said Leon. ‘Let’s go.’
Joe started the engine again. Pedro and Manuel pushed the back of the truck. The wheels turned and the engine roared. But the truck did not move.
‘Push harder,’ shouted Leon.
Suddenly, the truck moved forward. It was out of the mud. Pedro and Manuel shouted happily.
At that moment, a large branch flew up from under a wheel. It hit Leon’s arm. He stepped back and fell in the mud.
‘Stop the truck!’ shouted Manuel. ‘Leon’s hurt.’
‘My arm.’
‘Let me see.’
‘It hurts.’
‘It’s broken.’
‘I’ll tie it up.’
‘That’s better, thanks.’
‘You’re lucky. It’s your left arm.’
‘Yes, I can use my right.’
At midday, it was still raining heavily. The track was covered with mud. Joe drove slowly and the truck did not stop again.
They climbed up a steep hill. On the other side, the track went down to a river. It was the biggest river in the forest. This was the last river between the men and their base. An old wooden bridge crossed over the river.
They drove down towards the bridge.
‘Look!’ Leon shouted to Joe. ‘Something’s wrong. It’s the bridge. It’s broken.’
Joe did not stop the truck. He drove down slowly to the bank of the river. He drove to the edge of the broken bridge. Then he stopped. They all got our of the truck. They stood in silence. Nobody spoke. They looked at the broken bridge and at the rushing water.
Pedro spoke first. ‘There is no way across the river now. How can we get back to base?’
‘We must get help,’ said Leon. ‘Pedro, you climb up the hill. Take the radio with you and call base. Perhaps they’ll hear you and send help.’
Manuel lifted the radio out of the truck and fixed it to Pedro’s back.
Joe stopped them. ‘It won’t work,’ he said.
‘Why not?’ asked Leon.
‘It isn’t a strong radio,’ replied Joe. ‘We’re too far away from the base. No one will hear us from this side of the river. We must cross the river by ourselves.’
‘We can’t,’ said Leon. ‘We must get help.’
‘We can’t get help from here,’ said Joe. ‘We must cross the river first. Then we can get help.’
‘But how do we get across?’ asked Leon. ‘It’s too dangerous. Look at the water.’
The rain was still falling heavily and the water was rising.
‘I have a plan,’ said Joe.
Leon looked at Joe and smiled.
‘You’re clever, Joe,’ Leon said. ‘You always have plans. But they never work!’
‘Let’s listen to Joe’s plan,’ said Manuel.
‘We can use the boat,’ said Joe.
Leon laughed. ‘Don’t be stupid. The boat’s too small for four people. And look at the rushing water. It will carry the boat away.’
‘But we’ve got a rope,’ said Joe. ‘We can tie the rope to the boat. With luck, the water will carry the boat to the other side.’
‘We can try it,’ said Pedro.
‘It won’t work,’ said Leon.
‘It will work,’ said Joe. ‘Look, I’ll show you.’
‘We tie a rope to this end of the bridge. Then we tie the rope to the boat and carry it up the river. Two of us get into the boat and push it into the river.’
‘We paddle hard to get to the other side. We tie the rope to the other end of the bridge. One of us pulls the rope and brings the boat back.’
‘It won’t work,’ Leon said, ‘But we can try it.’
‘I’ll go first,’ Joe said, ‘It’s my plan.’
‘No, let me go,’ said Pedro. ‘I am stronger.’
‘You can both go,’ said Leon. ‘Pedro, you stay on the other side. Joe, you bring the boat back and then you can take Manuel. Then you can come back again for me.’ ‘Good,’ Joe said. ‘Pedro, you bring the radio. You can use it on the other side of the river.’
Pedro got the rubber boat out of the truck and pumped it up. Leon helped him with his right arm.
There was a long rope in the back of the truck. Joe tied it to the broken bridge. Manuel tied the other end of the rope to the rubber boat.
‘It’s a long rope,’ Leon said. ‘It’ll be all right.’
‘Hurry,’ said Joe. ‘The water is rising quickly.’
Joe and Pedro carried the boat. Manuel and Leon walked behind them. Manuel held the boat. Joe and Pedro climbed in.
The rushing water took the boat into the middle of the river.
The boat crossed to the other side. It came near the bridge. Joe held on. Pedro climbed out of the boat. Pedro tied the rope to a piece of the bridge.
Pedro stayed on the far side of the river. Joe pulled hard on the rope and the boat slowly came back to Leon and Manuel.
‘You get in now, Manuel,’ said Leon. ‘I’m going last.’ ‘No, you’re not,’ Manuel replied. ‘Your arm is broken. You can’t get into the boat alone. You need help. I’ll help you.’
‘Manuel is right,’ said Joe. ‘You need help, Leon.’ Manuel helped Leon into the boat. He sat down in the boat and Joe pulled hard on the rope.
Trouble came suddenly. Joe and Leon were in the middle of the river. Leon saw the tree first. The rushing water was pulling it down the river.
‘Look out!’ Leon shouted.
Joe looked round. At that moment, the branches of the tree hit the boat. Joe held onto the rope. His feet slipped and the boat moved away from him.
‘Hold onto the rope!’ Leon shouted.
But Joe did not listen. He let go of the rope and swam towards the rubber boat.
Joe was a good swimmer and he soon reached the boat. He held it tightly and kicked his legs hard in the water. The boat moved away from the tree.
‘Good!’ Joe shouted to Leon. ‘The boat’s free.’
‘Leave the boat!’ shouted Leon. ‘Save yourself.’
Joe did not listen. He held the boat and kicked his legs.
A few moments later, Joe heard a loud noise.
‘What’s that?’ he asked Leon.
‘It’s a waterfall,’ replied Leon. ‘The water will pull the boat over. Leave the boat. Save yourself.’
‘Look!’ shouted Joe. ‘There’s a rock! In front of us. We must reach it.’
‘Don’t be a fool,’ said Leon. ‘Save yourself. You can’t save me.’
The water rushed round the boat. It was pulling them towards the waterfall. Joe kicked his legs harder. The boat moved quickly towards the rock.
‘Get ready,’ shouted Joe. ‘Jump for the rock!’
Leon was ready.
The boat came near the rock and Leon jumped. Joe let go of the boat and swam to the rock.
The two men lay on the rock. For a few minutes they did not say anything. Then Leon turned and smiled at Joe. Joe had saved his life.
‘We’re not safe yet,’ Joe shouted. ‘The rain has stopped but the water is still rising. It’ll cover the rock in an hour or two.’
Joe was right. There was water all round the two men. In front of them, the water dropped over the waterfall. Behind them, there was the broken bridge.
‘We must get help,’ said Leon. ‘But how?’
‘Pedro,’ replied Joe. ‘He can help us. He’s got the radio.’
Pedro was waiting on the far side of the river. He watched Joe and Leon. They climbed onto the rock. They were safe.
They won’t be safe for long, thought Pedro. I must call base and get help.
Pedro climbed up the hill behind him. He walked quickly for half an hour. At the top of the hill, he climbed onto a high rock. He took the radio off his back and pulled our the aerial. Pedro spoke into the radio.
‘PХ75 calling base. PX75 calling base.’
He waited and listened.
‘PX75 calling base. PX75 calling base.’
There was no reply.
‘PX75 calling base. PX75 calling base.’
Philip was sitting at the control desk. He was listening to the radio, PX75 was Leon’s number. Philip turned the dials of the radio. The voice became clearer.
‘Hello, PX75,’ said Philip. ‘This is base. What’s your message? Over.’
‘Hello, base. PX75 here. Pedro speaking. Can you hear me?’
‘Loud and clear, Pedro. What’s your message? Over.’
‘We’re in trouble,’ said Pedro. ‘The bridge over the River Sandano is broken. Joe and Leon are on a rock in the middle of the river. They are above the waterfall. Can you send help? Over.’
‘River Sandano. Near bridge. Above waterfall. OK Pedro. Help is coming. Over.’
Pedro climbed down the hill to the broken bridge. Manuel was waiting on the other side of the river. Pedro shouted and Manuel waved.
Both men looked down the river. The water was rising fast and the rock looked very small now.
On the rock, Joe was holding Leon in his arms. Leon’s arm was covered in blood. His eyes were closed and he did not move.
Then Joe heard the noise. A helicopter. It was high above the broken bridge.
‘A helicopter!’ Joe shouted. ‘Leon, look!’ But Leon’s eyes were closed and he said nothing.
The helicopter was soon over the rock. A rope was lowered and Joe held it. Then he tied it round Leon. Joe held Leon with one hand and he held the rope with the other. Slowly, the two men were lifted in the air.
Leon woke up slowly. He was still half-asleep.
‘Where am I?’ he asked.
Then he remembered the rock. And the helicopter. And Joe.
‘Joe!’ he shouted out. ‘Where’s Joe?’
‘Don’t worry,’ said a voice. ‘I’m not dead yet!’
Leon opened his eyes fully and saw Joe. Joe was smiling. Pedro and Manuel were standing next to him.
The four men were in a hut at base. Leon was lying in bed and his arm was in plaster.
‘You’ll feel better in a few days, Leon,’ said Joe.
‘I feel better now!’ said Leon. ‘But I need a drink.’
‘Water?’ asked Manuel.
‘No, not water,’ replied Leon. ‘I don’t want to see water again — not for a long time!’
And they all laughed.
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