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			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			PHIL O’BRIEN spent his early years on a remote cattle station in the Northern Territory. But a severe drought brought him and his family down to the city. Security and the suburbs never really appealed to him, and when he was old enough to drive he blew out of town and headed bush. Many years and about two hundred jobs later, Phil’s still out there roaming around going from job to job and place to place and meeting all sorts of characters along the way. His life has evolved into a fascinating unique combination of freedom, and the desire to experience places and people without the restraints most urban Australians have placed around themselves.

			Described by Westpac Bank as “nomadic” he is a financial disaster with no fixed address - But whichever way you look at it he’s got some great stories to tell!

			And in his own way Phil O’Brien has turned drifting around Outback Australia into an art form.
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			The road of life twists and turns

			and no two directions are ever the same.

			Yet our lessons come from the journey,

			not the destination.

			 

			Don Williams Jr
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HEADING WEST

			THERE SURE HAVE been some legendary journeys across the frontiers of Australia. John McDouall Stuart, Leichhardt, Giles, Burke and Wills, Madigan, just to name a few. They fought the odds, and they took up the challenge. These blokes had a burning desire to see what was on the other side of the hill, but things didn’t always go as planned. Some of them never got to where they were going. Some never knew where they were going. A lot of times they suffered from lack of funds and proper planning. When you think about it, a bit similar to me. Proper planning was never my strong point, anyway I think I had me hand on it the night I decided to head off from Darwin. Like great explorers before me I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect... I was just going.

			I was a young bloke probably born 100 years too late. But up till then most of my adventures seemed to revolve around grog, girls and failed cattle station jobs, and sometimes all three at once. But I think I definitely had that pioneering streak.

			I was gunna open up the country...

			No money, no spare tyre, no spare fuel, no food or water, and completely no idea.

			I don’t know to this day why I picked Perth. I didn’t even know where it was. I just knew that if you headed west you’d have to come across it sooner or later. Just the sound of “Heading West” really appealed to me. You know, people would wonder where did Phil O’Brien disappear to, and they’d say ...

			Oh, he headed west.

			‘West’ had a great ring to it. I was young, free and stupid... and I was heading west.

			As with great explorers before me I had full confidence in my beast of burden ... a 1970 Datsun 1200. Yep, it was a small step up from a camel, it wasn’t much but John McDouall Stuart would have loved one. All great explorers know careful planning is the key to success. Realizing this, I took great care as to what singlets and shorts got thrown in the green garbage bag I was using for a suitcase. Actually, another similarity between the great explorers and me was - the ‘Diary’. Any explorer worth his salt kept a diary. It’s the equivalent to the Black Box on a modern day aircraft. It doesn’t matter how dead you are when they find you, as long as they know, why ... and how ... everyone seems to be happy.

			The Datsun I’d just bought off a mate would have been a real sporty little number in its heyday, but shit, its heyday was long gone.

			And when I left Darwin, the thing missed and backfired all the 330kms down to Katherine. One out of tune carby would have been plenty, but this thing had three, and they were really hoppin into the fuel. The doors kept flyin’ open, so I had to rope them shut. No wonder I got his thing so cheap, I’m thinkin. It was good in a shower of rain too ... only one windscreen wiper worked and that was on the passenger side. The gearbox was stuffed as well, I knew the gears were out there somewhere but I’ll be buggered if I could find them. But apart from all its flaws, the Datsun seemed to keep going and that was good enough for me. So the diary for the first day on reflection read, fairly uneventful:

			Heading West Diary. Day One

			Gear box not worth 3 knobs of billy goat shit.

			Day two proved to be a little more dramatic. After a pretty restless night crashed in the back of the Datsun in the Cross- ways Hotel carpark, I pulled up rough, but came good after a steakburger from the 24-hour. Now that’s serious bush tucker.

			So with the sun getting higher and hotter by the minute, me and the Datsun backfired west. We travelled through the Victoria River district and on to Timber Creek, where I’d thought I’d rest me ‘Beast of Burden’ and slide down a much-needed hair of the dog at the Timber Creek pub. Timber Creek was only a small place, but it had plenty of the essential stuff.

			I met a good sort of bloke there, can’t quite remember his name but he had two blue healer dogs. One was called ‘Bundy’ and the other was called ‘No Ice’, and the three of them were travelling on a motor bike heading to Katherine. By the time they left the pub he was pretty cut, and I’m sure I seen No Ice steering as they shot passed the pub window. He must have had a bit of guide dog in him.

			Feeling refreshed, I pushed on west and on towards the border. The country changing with every spent kilometre. And me and the Beast of Burden slid into the East Kimberley, full of anticipation.

			Statuesque Boab trees dotted the landscape. These trees are a real signature for the Kimberley country, and the Boabs really add some personality to the bush there.

			So spirits were high as I forked the mighty Datsun, heading out into the unknown.

			Money was low but it always had been. I suppose most exploration through history has been done on a tight budget. Who was I to challenge the status quo?

			The Datsuns three untunable carbies seemed to be suffering these serious sort of manic mood swings. You’d get a good run for a while, then just when you thought it had settled down, bang, she’d start missing and surging and stuff. And as I pulled into the servo at Kununurra the thing let rip with a backfire that made the whole main street look around, as if someone was shooting at them.

			The police across the road seemed fairly interested in the car’s condition. So after fuelin’ up, I quit town fairly quickly. The sky out to the west was also starting to look fairly ominous, chunky deep black clouds banking up, without a doubt the weather was just about to turn violent.

			But nothing I couldn’t handle ... well - so I thought.

			Anyone with any real brains at all would have stayed put at this stage, because the weather up north in the wet season can really turn it on and it’s not a good time for travelling. Looking back, there wasn’t a lot of traffic on the road either. Bugger all to be precise. Just me and the Datsun on a voyage into the black. And black it was getting.

			An hour or so down the track I came to a little roadside stop, not really a roadhouse, it was just a small cabin on the side of the road that sold a few odds and ends. But it wasn’t open, because no one was travelling... only me. There was an interesting sign nailed to a tree out the front that caught my eye. It read “We don’t piss on your trees, so don’t piss on ours ... “. Lairly philosophical when you think about it. Could well be the next United Nations peace keeping message.

			So surely enough, the sun slipped away and me and the Datsun were presented with a night blacker that the inside of a dead dog’s guts. And you wouldn’t have to perform long service at the weather bureau to work out it was gunna really let go. And just as Highway One went from bitumen to dirt, it started to hammer down.

			Lightning forked its way through the sky striking at the blackness, and I started to feel a little anxious. But probably no worse that John McDouall and the boys felt at Attack Creek.

			


Breaking new ground was always gunna be tough.




			It didn’t take long for the dirt road to turn to slush and the one saving grace was the Datsun’s fat chunky tyres, they just managed to get enough traction to churn through the bog. After awhile the road deteriorated even more with the torrential rain and I found myself only being able to average about 10 kilometres an hour sliding through the night. The Beast of Burden was willing enough but these conditions were really testing the old girl out, and it was proving a real grind.

			I was startin to realize what those early explorers had to go through!

			It was getting hard to see where I was goin, as the passenger side wiper was the only one working, it was either crane your neck over to that side, or hang it out the window, but I nearly got me hair singed by a wild lightning fork. Then catastrophe nearly struck on a creek crossing. Water bubbling up through the holes in the floor, just like a spring. The Datsun stalled and the water was coming up and comin up, and old stubbies started to float free and I thought it was the end of the line for this expedition. Almost time to grab me garbage bag suitcase, untie the rope holding the door shut, and wade off.

			But one last lean on the key and the Datsun dug deep and fired.

			It may have been untuned, untimed, unkempt and unregistered, but the Datsun had guts, and we crawled out of there. A small but descriptive excerpt from my diary indicates the feeling and tension at the time.:

			Heading West Diary. Night Two

			“Fuck this. “

			I slogged on for a few more hours then ran out of fuel. That was that. The storm cleared which left me to cop an absolute pizzling from the mossies. They were even biting the Datsun. I’d never seen them so feirce. What a night. I’m sure I was down to me last pint of blood when the sun came up.

			And as the sun got up you wouldn’t have even known it had rained the night before, the country had just swallowed it up. I was pretty well unprepared, I had nothing, no water, no food, nothing. And the only traffic so far that morning was an emu, and it was goin the other way. By mid morning I was as dry as a Wazubi tribesman’s jockstrap. And by midday me tongue felt like an unlicked saltlick. I wasn’t quite at the stage where you drink your own urine ... but I tell you what ... I was lookin’ around for a container.

			So by mid afternoon I was startin to think I was gunna turn out just another Australian pioneering statistic, when a road- train appeared in the shimmer of the heat haze away down the track. I would have smiled but me lips wouldn’t go. So I just stood there next to the fagged out Datsun lookin like a half cooked mud crab.

			Waitin’ ...

			As the road-train got a bit closer I could see it was pullin two trailer loads of cattle, double deckers. The rig finally rattled up and ground to a stop. Cattle bawling away on the back swallowed up in a veil of dust.

			To this day I reckon the driver was pissed. He was just sitting up in the cab grinnin away like a feral cat that had just ate the last endangered marsupial.

			I reckon, “You got a drink mate? I’m perished.”

			Without the smile leavin his face he tossed down a hot can of beer, nearon gearbox temperature. By the looks of things that’s probably what he’d been sucking on the whole trip. I clawed the top off and tipped it straight in. It went down alright but somewhere between me throat and me stomach it turned to froth, did a u-turn and headed straight back up much to the truckies’ amusement. It came up at quite a force as well, and I think for a minute there, I resembled one of those fire extinguishers that spray foam for electrical fires. Anyway I went down on my knees having a good old gag, froth bubbling out of my nose, and through teary eyes I seen the truckie, smile still clamped on his dial. Standing there. This time with a water bottle.

			We had a laugh and i told him my story. The only thing he could offer me was a tow into the next town. “Well that’ll do”, I reckoned.

			So out comes the towrope, all of about six-foot of it. Shit. The truckie still grinnin’ away, like a reef shark, thought it was a great joke.

			So before I knew it there we were, rollin down the track, one half pissed truckie, two double decker trailer loads of bullocks, six foot of rope and me in the Datsun.

			A good time to reflect on a fairly emotional exert from me diary at the time:

			Heading West Diary. Day Three

			Getting skull dragged down track by road train. Driver half pissed. Being severely shat on by bullocks.
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			She was a wild trip, dust pourin up through the holes in the floor, gravel showering the windscreen, actually the only time I could see was when the Datsun intermittently got pissed on by a bullock.

			Burke and Wills never had to go through this, I’m thinkin’, a bloke needed nerves of steel.

			If the truckie had to hit the skids for some reason me and the Datsun would have ended up in the back with the cattle, and it wouldn’t have been pretty either. So anyway after a few long hours of driving dust and catapulting cow dung we finally made the bitumen. ‘Old Smiley’ unhooked me at a little town called Fitzroy Crossing.

			I fuelled up with me last few bucks and was on me way. The Datsun, mudguard hangin off and windscreen a little cobwebby was looking a bit worse for wear, but we relentlessly pushed on west.

			Me and the Datsun might have suffered from lack of funds,lack of planning, lack of no-how and lack of just about anything else that could possibly be lacking. But like those great men before us, Charles Sturt, Ludwig Leichhardt, Burke and Wills and Slim Dusty, we had endurance, there was no bloody doubt about it. We were in for the long haul.

			So we ate up the long boab speckled miles on the Western Australian coastal town of Broome. Confident, undaunted. Like all great explorers, I felt the pride swell up inside me as I rolled into town, a major leg of the journey completed. I wasn’t sure how much further Perth was but it had to be somewhere down the track I reasoned. After all we were on the W A coast, we were home and hosed. I thought I’d chuck a lap around the town just to take it all in. You know, wallow in the euphoria of the moment, just like any other great explorer of the past would have done.

			Big mistake ...

			A cop came out of nowhere, pulled me over and slapped a defect notice on the Datsun. It was a cruel blow. Disaster had struck the expedition. The copper reckoned the Datsun was in that bad a state, if it were a horse they would have taken it out the back and shot it!

			The show was over for the ‘Beast of Burden’. Unceremoniously under the advice of the local police I drove it straight down the road to Broome Wreckers, where it was laid to rest, never to be seen again. Fate had played a cruel hand.

			With a tear in my eye I pocketed the one hundred dollars from the wreckers. They reckoned if not for the fat tyres I wouldn’t have even got that much. It was a sad day in Australia’s exploration history, no doubt about it.

			So as I sat in the cool shade on the verandah of the Continental Hotel, slowly sipping into the one hundred dollars, I realized one other very interesting parallel between this trip and historic expeditions of the past. And I’m not sure if this will feature in school curriculums or not but in the old days when a beast of burden died on the trail the explorers generally ate it. Thus ending up at the end of the day with a full belly. And that’s just how I planned to end up later that day - full Quite an amazing historic parallel when you really think about it.

			





ALCOHOL AND 
KANGAROOS

			SOMETIMES TEIINGS in the bush aren’t always what they seem, especially where alcohol and kangaroos are concerned, you have to basically expect the unexpected. For example, Ed like a dollar for every time someone’s sat a dead roo on the toilet just to scare women when they went to use it.

			The dead roo on the toilet always gets a reaction... fairly understandable.

			I reckon if someone took time out to really study it, you would probably End that at any given moment somewhere in Australia someone is doing something really stupid which involves a dead roo.

			Now, you can weigh up all the roo stories you like, but you won’t find one as down-right horrible as what happened to me one night.

			It was blood curdling. Like something out of a Alfred Elitchcock horror movie.

			Something you never get over. Its taken me many years to finally tell the tale, but its still so very vivid, the emotions, sleepless nights, trauma, cold sweats.

			Anyway I just hope by finally telling the story it just may help to purge the pain endured for so long, and maybe I can try to get on and live a normal life.

			A bloke can only hope?

			It all started several years ago on a cattle station down near Borrolloola. I was doing some campfire cooking in the stock camp there. It had been a long stint, about 3 months solid and the mustering was just about finished. We had it beat.

			It had been a really good stock camp to work in, good country, good company, everyone got on well and with the contract nearly completed, the boss, a good bloke by the name of Ben Tapp reckoned a night at the pub could be a goer.

			Well he got no arguments with that one, especially not from me, so we all headed into the nearest pub, a little place called Heartbreak Hotel.

			Now Heartbreak is one of those places in the middle of nowhere where it all seems to happen... you know, hearts get broken there, that’s for sure, also bones, and quite a few of the world’s problems have been solved at the bar there. To station people in the area Heartbreak Hotel is pretty well the nerve centre. But for me when I hear that hotel’s name, it sends shivers down my spine... it brings it all back, the night, the emotions the pain, the memories - the horror.

			Anyway, as we pulled into Heartbreak Hotel there was a bloke out front urinating on the fuel bowser, and everyone’s cheering him on.

			Me and BenTapp looked at each other...

			Yep, everything seems pretty normal around here, Ben reckons.

			So all the crew piled into the pub and proceeded to get rotten drunk. Somewhere in the early hours I was thrown in the back of the Toyota trayback and we headed off back in the direction of the stock camp. I was drifting in and out of consciousness.

			It was only me and the old governess on the back, and she didn’t particularly like me much, and the state I was in didn’t really impress her either. I don’t remember too much but I was face down in the back not really with it.

			Now this is where things get ugly.

			Ben’s brother, Daniel, who was driving accidentally ploughed straight into a roo, got out and threw it on the back of the Toyota. I really don’t know why, maybe to feed the dogs, I’m not sure?

			But I missed all that, and I woke up as he took off again, and I just felt something nice and warm pressed up against my back.

			So I perked up a bit thinkin the old governess is comin good, you know, she must be getting a bit frisky.

			I’m thinkin this is cosy me and the governess cuddled up here on the back cruisin along, funny but I didn’t think she really liked me. Anyway I thought I’d let her know I was feeling a little ‘romantic’ as well, so I reached my hand over to give her a bit of a pat and I felt this warm furl

			Well I’ll be buggered, I’m thinkin.

			She’s got her strides off!

			Well hows your luck. At this stage I was still face down so I did what any normal person would have done in my position - I rolled over and climbed on.

			Anyway I think I’ll have to leave it there, I’m actually finding this harder to write than what I first thought. Not only is this story traumatic, horrible and all the rest of it, its bloody embarrassing, and its also an adventure that got me absolutely nowhere...

			And by the way, the governess who was watching the whole misguided romantic episode from the other side of the Toyota, thought it was particularly interesting behaviour. But unfortunately, I don’t think it helped my credibility.

			





THE DUPONTS

			The Duponts were a couple of your regular every day multi millionaires from Paris, and all they ever wanted was a nice quiet holiday in Australia - you know - nothing more, nothing less.

			They were sick of the ‘Riviera’, and the South of Spain was getting so crowded, and Club Med Monarco, well... that would always be there next year - so why not sip a few cocktails at some exclusive resort in sunny Australia, they reckoned.

			Nothing too strenuous, maybe venture out of the air con in the late afternoon and hold a koala or, if they were feeling adventurous, maybe have a real outdoors experience - you know, a game of golf or something.

			Roughing it to the Duponts was having to line up at the bank. Well fair enough, different strokes for different folks, no worries at all.

			Everything would have been alright except for the fact, someone sold then the wrong trip. Some travel agent stuffed up big time. It must have been when they got to Australia because their English was pretty bad so I’d say that’s where their misunderstanding took place. Instead of them going to some ritzy country club they ended up getting sent to a remote Kimberley cattle station where I was working. And this place was bloody rough as guts too, I mean I didn’t even know what I was doing there...

			I couldn’t believe it when the Boss of the station calls up and says ‘There’s two French millionaires on the way. Go and meet them at the river.’ Of course the Boss wasn’t living there, he had more brains that that, the joint was even too rough for him. There wasn’t much cattle work either - all the cattle had run off, the place was even too rough for them as well.

			There were just a few silly bastards living there like me that had no-where else to go in the middle of the wet season.

			Rivers were flooding, it was stinking hot, humidity was up to 193% and there was a snake on every corner, not to mention the rats, and scorpions and stuff. Why the hell would two millionaires from Paris want to experience this I’m thinkin’? I was pullin’ out myself as soon as the rivers went down. I was sick of dodgin’ snakes, sick of dodgin’ crocs and sick of dodgin’ rats.

			So the Boss rings back to make sure we got the message - right: two French tourists: pick up: river: sunset. Yeah, got that, yeah got that. And yeah we will look after them.

			What the hell’s goin’ on, we’re wonderin’. I knew they’d planned to try and get a few tourists up here in the dry season, but that was a long way off. And not your everyday tourists either, probably 4-wheel drive enthusiasts or fishermen, you know Adventure Tourism, Gung Ho stuff. It was just too far between cocktails for the Upmarket mob. Anyway mine was not to reason why, mine was just to pick ’em up at the River.

			So I hooked up the little boat trailer and headed off through the hills slowly winding down to the river. The river, just quietly, was a bloody raging, roaring torrent about half a kilometre wide. The Boss had apparently hired someone to drive them out from Kununurra Airport after they flew in from Sydney. Then it was about a three hour drive to the river. I was to go across the river in the tinny and pick ’em up then ferry them back across, then up to the station for their relaxing holiday in Paradise.

			One look at the river and I’m thinkin’, ‘I hope they’re good swimmers if something goes wrong because it was fairly rippin’ down.

			Still at this late stage the Duponts would have thought they were heading for an exclusive Country Club and the vehicle that was to pick them up at the airport was an air-conditioned 4-wheel drive so I doubt the penny would’ve dropped.

			I’d say when they got to the rip roaring, half a kilometre wide, screaming, surging river three hours later - with no sign of a Country Club in sight, not even a little one, I’d say at a rough guess it would probably have hit ’em about then. You know they possibly would have got an inkling something was amiss.

			When I got to the river I could see them on the other side, two figures dressed completely in white. In the distance they looked like two boundary umpires. I’m thinkin’ pretty ambitious wearing white in this country as I launched the 10-ft dinghy into the water. I was feelin’ a little toey myself, there were logs and branches and all sorts of stuff eddying around, not to mention the odd floating handbag or two. A bloke could come unstuck here very easy, I’m thinkin’.

			The water was rushing too fast for me to go directly across so I had to head downstream and then edge me way across bit by bit and then come up the other side into the current. The two figures in white on the other side didn’t seem to be moving much, they looked very still and rigid, they were just staring at the river.

			It probably took me a good 15 minutes to get across there and as I came closer I couldn’t help but take a double take at the Duponts. They were in absolute pristine condition, everything about them was bloody immaculate. I’d never seen anyone so well presented. They must have been pedicured, manicured, facialled, waxed, polished, nipped, tucked and lippo-sucked. They were fuckin’ Designer! ... and totally colour coordinated.

			They looked as if they should have been a display in some store’s front window. Both in brilliant white outfits with matching slip-ons, they were absolutely spectacular.

			I pulled in and yelled; ‘Gooday... Gooday. How goes it?’ But no reply. The Duponts were in shock. They just stared through me at the river. Then the bloke that dropped them off gave me a wink and said, I’ll see you back here in a week.’ He took off and I could see he was pissing himself laughing as he pulled out.

			The Duponts faces had gone the same colour as their designer colour coordinated outfits - white. They were terrified.

			The Old Boy couldn’t speak any English at all and she could only speak a real little bit. They started mumbling and carrying on but it was hard to hear them above the roar of the river. I tried to explain we had to go - it’s getting dark, very dangerous - very dangerous, I’m sayin’. But I think they’d worked that one out by themselves. So I gestured to Mrs Dupont to get in the dinghy and it was like I’d asked her to Walk the Plank or something...

			I finally got her in, then the Old Boy - but getting him in was like trying to coax a cat down from the tree. But we finally were all in and I pushed off. You know the worst thing that can happen in a small dinghy, is if someone moves suddenly to one side, the boat can tip over before you know it. Well, I didn’t have to worry with the Duponts, they just wedged themselves in and they never moved an inch. Their knuckles were glowing white from gripping the side of the tinny.

			They were petrified.

			On the other side I had to carry Mrs Dupont from the boat to the dry land as she didn’t want to get her designer footwear wet, well fair enough, I’m thinkin, but then the Old Boy pulls the same stunt and I had to carry him as well. I thought that was a bit rough, but fair enough they were on holidays I suppose. Anyway it was probably just an old French tradition.

			We tried to communicate a bit on the way back to the station. They seemed pretty concerned as to where I was taking them. I tried to keep them relaxed but they were shitting themselves. I mean they were really wound up. It was like we were heading to a work camp in Siberia, or something.

			They just didn’t seem to be in a festive holiday mood at all.

			Back at the station I showed them their room. They couldn’t believe it. I think they thought they’d died and gone to Bonanza. Admittedly the rooms were rough. Old sheets of rusty corrugated iron and stone floor. The stone floors were pretty wild, not much effort had gone into making them level. Walking into one of those rooms was like walking up a creek bed.

			The Duponts first night of their holiday could have probably gone smoother but we tried our best. As it was an extremely hot and sticky night we put the Duponts in a room where the corrugated iron wall didn’t quite meet the corrugated iron roof, a gap of about a metre was between the two. I thought the room might be a bit breezier for them plus it had a good ceiling fan.

			This was all great in theory till in the middle of the night a fruit bat flies in and gets chopped to pieces by the ceiling fan, followed later on by another one. Actually this was quite common at that place. I think all that corrugated iron upset the inbuilt radar of the bats somehow. But you try telling that to two distraught French millionaires: all they could say was: ‘le blood, le blood, le chomp, le chomp’.

			I really felt sorry for them, they must have been up all night by the look and anyway they wanted out. They didn’t care how - but they wanted out!

			I explained the airstrip at the station was under water and the only way out was the way they came in - across the river, and the bloke from Kununurra won’t be back for a week. So they moped around like they were next in line for the Electric Chair, draggin’ the designer slip-ons through the dirt ... they looked down and out you know ... like the stock market had just crashed.

			The next drama was the outdoor shower. Mr Dupont’s scrubbin’ up and a giant green tree frog jumps onto his back. He nearly screamed the place down. Then the old girl goes to use the dunny and she starts screamin’: apparently one of the dogs had dragged a snake in there and must have been chewin’ on it in the shade of the shithouse.

			See for us, all this stuff was normal. But the Duponts were takin’ it pretty rough.

			It was one thing after the other. And by late that day every one was ready for a drink, including me. So we sat around in the cool of the afternoon and gave the Duponts a couple of stiff ones. We’d soon all worked out there had been a big mistake with their holiday arrangements. We sympathized and they really didn’t seem like bad folks. We yarned as best we could considering the language problem and things were settling down nicely, a couple more drinks, a few laughs, you could almost say they started to relax - not quite - but almost.

			Then a beautiful little crimson finch turns up, you know a really pretty little bird and the Duponts are really excited by this exquisite little finch. So they’re checkin’ it out and I’m thinkin’, they’re startin’ to loosen up, good on you finch, I’m thinkin’.

			Then out of nowhere drops a python and within a split second is squeezing the shit out of the bird. I couldn’t believe it. The Duponts were hysterical. And now the snake is tryin’ to swallow it, so one bloke gets the shot gun and unloads on the snake, KABOOM, he misses and shoots a hole in the wall, the snake drops the bird and falls down on the ground at the feet of the Duponts. The Duponts freak, one of the dogs runs in and swallows the finch and runs off leaving the snake wriggling around at the feet of the Duponts. Mr Dupont’s doin’ a tap dance and the Old Girl’s tryin’ to get on a table.

			I mean it was a pantomime. I finally pissed the snake off with a stick but that was it, the poor buggers were really rattled after that one. Old boy reckons ‘le snake, le boom, le chomp ... le mad housed’

			So we sat them down and pumped a few more drinks into them. Mrs Dupont was that wound up she looked down at the designer logo on the pocket of her top and went crazy, brushing at it with her hand, screaming - she thought it was something crawling up her shirt. Her nerves must have been shot. Eventually she realized it was just a logo and calmed down a bit.

			‘I cannot live with ze animals’, she reckons. Oh well ... only another six days to go, I’m thinkin’.

			That night the Boss rings up and wants to know how it’s goin’. I told him it wasn’t. He made out to be a bit surprised but I think he was making a few bucks out of it somehow, I doubt the Duponts were getting this fabulous holiday for free, that was for sure. Reluctantly he agreed to try and get the guy out from Kununurra a few days early. He was gunna be in touch.

			Well anyway the Duponts got through another night, this time they didn’t use the ceiling fan, they figured it was better to sweat it out than get showered with bat guts again.

			Apart from two bush rats mating under the bed, it was a pretty quiet night.

			


The next day someone came up with an idea to take them on an outing to this local waterfall. Maybe have a BBQ and boil the billy, give them a paddle in one of the rock pools, you know - get ’em out there doin’ a bit.

			It was a particularly stinkin’ hot day but it looked like the rain might hold off at least, so we loaded them into this 4-wheel-drive with some meat and stuff for the day, and this one bloke who knew the area pretty well volunteered to take them. They seemed happy enough when they left. Maybe this could be the turning point, I’m thinkin’, maybe this could just be the day they decide the outback isn’t such a bad place after all. Yep, could be a definite conversion coming up here, they’ll probably come back bright eyed and bushy tailed just on sunset and tell me all about it - Happy as Larry. ‘Le great’, they’ll probably reckon’.

			So feelin’ good, I set about catching up on a few jobs around the place now that the Duponts were out of my hair. I poked around then decided I’d do a rubbish run in the old tractor, so I grabbed as much rubbish as I could find and loaded it in the bucket of the tractor.

			It was stifling hot so I thought I’d have a cup of tea and a sit down in the shade for a minute before driving off to the dump.

			I suppose it had been a good two hours since the Duponts had left for the big day out. No doubt they were out there somewhere having fun, I’m thinkin’. So I pokes off in the old tractor headin’ for the dump, bouncin’ along the road, sun beatin’ down.

			I turn a corner and there staggerin’ down the track is the Fucking Duponts. What the...?

			Their white designer coordinated outfits were caked with sweat and mud and they were stuffed. I mean they were really rooted, barely getting one foot in front of the other. I reckon another hour in the sun and they would have been dead. Anyway Mrs Dupont staggers up to the tractor, her face like a tomato and her lips like two dried apricots and she reckons ‘le bog, le bog, le bog’ and then the old boy starts up ‘le bog’ and wavin’ his arms around.

			Apparently they’d driven about 10 kilometres down the road and the bloke driving pulled off the road to show them an old set of cattle yards and they got bogged up to the doors in mud. The driver was still back there diggin’ it out. The Duponts thought they could walk back as there was bugger all shade out there. They thought they could handle the walk.

			Well 10 kilometres goes forever when you’re not used to the heat as they found out. So they flopped in the bucket with all the rubbish and I headed home.

			If only the Paris mob could see them now I’m thinkin’, choked down in the bucket amongst the garbage, bouncin’ down the road in the old station tractor. They were a real mess covered in mud and shit and on their last legs. Absolutely exhausted, you could hardly even tell they were wearing carefully colour coordinated designer outfits either.

			Back at the station the Duponts laid pretty low, the gas had been knocked out of them, the poor buggers. I sort of felt sorry for them; all they ever wanted was a quiet holiday.

			I was bloody thankful the Boss came good and organised that bloke to be at the river a few days early because it really wasn’t coming together for the Duponts. And when I told them we could get them out early, their faces lit up, just like Robinson Crusoe’s must have when he’d seen that ship on the horizon.

			The Duponts nearly broke down and wept.

			So later on we forged the mighty river again. The Duponts hangin’ on that tight when we got to the other side they had aluminium wedged under their finger nails.

			Once again I had to lift Mrs Dupont out onto the dry ground and same with the old Boy, I don’t blame him. His designer slip-ons probably cost him more than I was makin’ in a month up at ‘The Last Frontier Holiday Centre for Wayward French Millionaires’.

			So we said our good-byes and they pleaded with me to come with them, get away from this place they reckon.

			Well they meant well ... but I told them I wouldn’t be far behind them, once the river goes down anyway. And as they took off I’m thinkin’ ‘Yeah, you got it mate, the sooner I get out of this place the better - and that’s for Le Bloody Sure!’

			





HOLY MACKEREL

			THE S.O.S CAME IN THE FORM OF a phone call. On the other end of the line was the stressed-out voice of an old mate of mine, Steve Norman, the mackerel fisherman.

			He was under the pump.

			Things were tight financially and the only light at the end of the tunnel was to fill up with fish when the mackerel season started. He needed a good deck hand. He was up against it, plus I’m always the bloke they ring when there’s a job no one else wants to do. But what could I say? He was a mate and he needed help. Having had not much to do with the sea before, I thought, what the hell, catch a few fish, have a look around ... yeah, count me in, I reckoned.

			Now Steve was no ordinary mackerel fisherman. He had a relationship with the sea that went deeper than most. It was a spiritual thing with Steve. The sea was a living, breathing entity. It was alive. It had a voice, and thoughts, and it had moods. But above all, in control of the whole show, was ...

			THE SEA GOD.

			Now this might sound far-fetched, but you have to take into account people that live and work all their life on the sea form certain views, and I suppose you have to respect that. So Steve used to sit on the bow of his boat, go into a trance, chew the fat with Sea God, and hopefully get the good oil on where the fish are biting. Now I knew all this because another good mate of mine, Mark Johnson, worked for Steve a bit and he filled me in, but Mark had taken off to Indonesia... That’s how I ended up being roped in.

			But old Steve was a good operator, Mark reckoned, tough, safety conscious, good humoured, reliable, and as well as all that, he had the added bonus of these visions where the fish were biting. What more could you ask for from a skipper?

			Sounded good to me.

			In the north of Australia the strong winds of the dry season ease off around September and that’s when Steve usually headed out to sea in search of mackerel, his bread and butter... But not the year I helped him. Steve heard the winds were going to drop off early this year. Now I’m not sure where he heard that, whether it was via Sea God or someone at the Yacht Club bar. I never found out but, as we steamed out in early August, waves breaking over the front of the boat, I’m thinking, if this is the wind when it’s dropped off, I’d hate to be around when it cranked up.

			I went green and lost me bacon burger just as we passed the jetty. And for some strange reason that old song, Livin’ and workin’ on the land played over and over in my mind... Not a good sign, I’m thinkin’.

			It was rough and getting rougher, but this was the good bit. About six hours later it was really rough... even for Steve, so we detoured in behind a pretty island called ‘Truant’ and sheltered in a lovely horseshoe-shaped bay. The place was full of dolphins, obviously hiding out in the bay as well. You know it’s really rough when actual sea creatures don’t go out in it.

			Steve thought it was a good time to put me through some training before things got serious. Mackerel fishing, he pointed out, was a gentleman’s fisherie, nothing too high tech, it was a pretty old-style way of fishing and over the years hasn’t changed much... of course the mackerel still get belted on the head with a club and their throats slit, but it’s all very traditional, Steve pointed out.

			Towed behind the main boat were two smaller craft, actually a fair bloody bit smaller. These little dinghies were called dories and you each head off in one of these and trawl a couple of lines out the back with lures attached. When you hopefully hook up a mackerel, you ‘patch up’. This means going around in circles trying to pull in as many macks as possible. In theory, it all seemed great and in the sheltered waters of Truant Island, it was fine, wheeling around in the little dory, going through the motions with Steve yelling
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