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“The breath of life is in the sunlight and the hand of life is in the wind.” – Kahlil Gibran

​Max:

Coober Pedy, South Australia

Maximilian Hurley lounged with his dusty boots propped up on his wooden desk as the Irish couple argued under their breath. He only caught one word in ten, but he got the gist. They wanted a charter flight across the Simpson Desert, but that’s the only thing they agreed on. His normal full-day tour included the desert, Dalhousie Springs, and Lake Eyre, but they wanted a custom job. He took a swig from his “coffee” while they debated their options. 

The husband, Brian Gallagher, sported an impressive beard and had his heart set on visiting William Creek. His wife, a statuesque brunette named Ciara, insisted on Lake Eyre. When Max informed them he couldn’t fit both into a one-day trip, they fell to arguing, arms flying up with each sentence.

After shoving back the bits of hair escaping his graying ponytail, he bent down. Under his desk, Max refilled his coffee cup with the flask from his drawer. Precious little coffee remained from the morning, and the liquid looked more like weak tea now. Its strength, however, increased with his customers’ voices.

They’d already wasted a half hour arguing. They were running out of time if they wanted to fly at all today. Max wadded up a piece of paper and amused himself by tossing it in the air and catching it. 

He hated the prospect of dealing with a bickering couple all bloody day, but he also didn’t want to turn down cash money. Those idiotic protests in the city cut into tourism something fierce, and his business had never been strong to begin with. Few people braved the outback any more with non-commercial tours. Most of them stuck with the glitz and safety of branded holidays. 

Max ended up with the scattered few who couldn’t afford luxury tours, or those with a misplaced sense of maverick adventure. Those cried for water when they drank their last drop, an hour into the trip.

Still, he’d never trade flying for anything else. Other than his stint in Vietnam, Max savored every hour spent in the air, even as his ears filled with the Bickersons from Dublin. 

They stopped, giving each other stink-eye. Time to intervene. He uncrossed his long, thin legs and straightened, his mug cradled between his hands. “Look, folks, I realize it’s a tough decision. But my best advice is to plan like you’ll be back. Australia’s an enormous place, mates. Much bigger than your tiny island. There’s no way anyone can see the whole bloody thing on a fortnight holiday. Pick one place this time, and the next time you’re in this neck of the woods, choose the other. No worries, eh?”

He’d been monitoring their interactions, and the wife seemed to have an upper hand in the relationship. With that nugget of information, he grinned. “Why don’t you check out the lake today, after the other two spots? It’s bonzer scenic this time of year but grows drier during the winter.”

The triumphant expression on Ciara’s face justified his gamble. She looked like she just ate the canary, the cat, and the dog as well. “Brian, maybe we can come back in a few days, after all? When we’re done in Adelaide? Do you really need to see yet another botanical gardens?”

Brian scowled and crossed his arms, but gave a reluctant nod. “Fine. But can ye at least give us a discount on today’s trip? We won’t be going the full day, at this point, will we, now?”

Max glanced at the old-fashioned wall clock, which just ticked to nine. “True enough at that. Tell you what. I’ll knock off ten percent for the time lost, and if we get going right now, we can visit the lake last, and catch the sunset over the water.”

Ciara clapped her hands, delight splashing her smile, and their tour details fell into place.

Once they finished the safety training, donned their gear, and climbed into the Boeing-Stearman biplane, the whiskey side of Max’s coffee had worn off. But he kept a supply of the pure stuff in the cockpit. He didn’t often drink while flying, but today proved an exception. Ciara had a rather strident tone which shot through his skull. Brian seemed more soft-spoken, unless he laughed. The man’s laugh boomed through the valley like a cannon.

Max had refitted the old Stearman for two passengers and added a Plexiglass shield for their comfort, but it still had quirks. After the safety demo, the plane gave a sputtering start, which caused the couple to exchange concerned glances. Then his baby roared to life and they soared from the Coober Pedy runway, toward the wilds.

Max flew this route a hundred times over the years. He preferred flying alone but couldn’t afford the petrol. Instead, he suffered idiots willing to pay him to take them on their precious holidays. He stole joy from soaring across the land while they remained stuffed in the back. 

However, this couple wouldn’t stay stuffed.

Ciara’s voice cut over his earphones as she pointed to a small town beside a long, thin lake. “What’s that there?” 

“That’s Oodnadatta. It’s on the Aboriginal trade routes. There used to be a railroad, but they built another one further away.”

“Do the natives live there, or Europeans?”

Max chuckled. “Australians live there, luv. Some white, some black, some brown.”

She sat back as the village disappeared in the sunlight. 

A cross-current tried to shake his plane. However, Max didn’t tolerate that sassiness in his sky. He told the wind to go bugger off and bother some other plane.

It listened. 

The local winds reacted to him more lately, though he’d always had some influence. Like that time in... well, best not to dwell on that. He didn’t need those screams haunting him just now, not while he flew. Later, when he could drown them with whiskey, he’d relax his control.

For now, he pointed to the right. “See that green smudge on the horizon? That’ll be Witjira National Park. We’ll fly along the edge and then circle down at Dalhousie Springs. The springs are sacred to the Lower Southern Arrernte and Wangkangurru Aboriginals. In Arrernte, the name of the springs is Irrwanyere.”

They both oohed and aahed in wonder as he circled down to the famed watering hole, landing on a flat space to the south. Once he got them off the plane and to the springs, he took a much-needed break. While they wandered, he grabbed a sandwich from his pack and refilled his flask, lying against the plane’s front wheel. He should have about two hours before they returned. 

Ciara’s voice came from behind him, and he almost dropped his sandwich. “I hope you aren’t drinking that while you’re piloting.” 

He kept a firm grip on his flask. “Sorry, luv, I didn’t see you return. Do you need something from the plane?”

She shook her head, her arms crossed. His eyes traveled up her long legs, clad in tight slacks. He loved long legs. “No, but I have some questions for you.”
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