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FRILL-NECKED FRENZY


I suspect Alex Robinson became a pilot only because he was terrified of every living creature that walked on land, swam in water or flew in air.


Nevertheless, he was an excellent pilot and equally nevertheless I shall never fly with him again.


It was more a neurotic phobia than fear as it is ordinarily understood. He just couldn’t bear to be near anything that moved, except human beings.


The sight of a cow grazing in a field would give him palpitations. A bird flying low would turn his face ashen. He never swam because of his horror of all the possible eels, sharks and unnamed terrors that dwell in water. Insects horrified him and he always wore a net suspended from his hat protecting his face and neck. A dog or a cat of the most peaceful disposition would very nearly give him convulsions.


But his greatest fear was reserved for reptiles.


The very knowledge that a snake or a lizard might possibly be within a kilometre or two would turn Alex into a gibbering wreck. I was once driving him out to the Bourke airfield when a goanna ran across the road in front of us and Alex fell into a dead faint.


The incongruous part was that he looked like the stereotype of a hero — tall, handsome, luxuriant air force-type moustache, blonde wavy hair and a cheerful, devil-may-care air about him.


He was a charter pilot. I used to travel with him a lot. He was very good company, but a bit wearing. If we shared a motel room, for instance, he would first drench it with insect spray, then search it thoroughly, including taking apart the bedding in case some reptile had snuck in.


He always wore boots that came to his knees in case some stray snake leapt up in a busy main street and bit him. He wore gloves when he could and kept his hands in his pockets when he couldn’t, lest some moth or butterfly brush against his bare skin.


The only place he was ever really at ease was at the controls of his aircraft several thousand metres in the air, far from any wing, scale, fur or feather, claw, hoof or fang: even then, only after the aircraft had been thoroughly sprayed with insect-killing chemicals and diligently searched for any other form of living creature.


The last time I flew with him, and the last time I ever will fly with him, was from Kalgoorlie to Perth. He was running a small passenger freight service at the time, standing in for a friend who was ill. I was out there prospecting for gold and, when I heard Alex was in town, I looked him up and had a few drinks with him.


It was embarrassing drinking with Alex because he always left his protective hat and net on, even in an air-conditioned cocktail bar, and kept warily looking around to see whether any dangerous fauna had crept in.


He told me that he was flying to Perth the following day and had a spare seat. Would I care to go with him? I had spent three days scouring the arid territory north of Kalgoorlie for gold. I had tripped over no vast nuggets, and being someone who despairs easily I welcomed this chance to get out of the place.


Next morning I turned up at the Kalgoorlie airfield and waited patiently while Alex used up four cans of insect spray, making sure that there was nothing alive in the cabin of his aircraft. I often wondered how people could survive in that chemically saturated atmosphere, but they did.


Alex went over the aircraft thoroughly — I forget what type it was, a twin-engined six-seater with dual controls — and convinced himself that no marauding creatures lurked inside.


He had two passengers apart from myself; a fat, prosperous-looking little man of indeterminate age and a young Japanese lady of exquisite appearance, dressed in a handpainted blouse and a long, black, flowing skirt of voluminous proportions. They weren’t travelling together and waited in puzzled silence while Alex made sure the aircraft was free of anything that might hurt him. No doubt they thought he was just extremely sensitive to the possibilities of terrorism.


Eventually he allowed them on board, resisting, with great difficulty I’m sure, the temptation to drench them with Mortein and inspect their clothing to ensure they weren’t unwittingly harbouring the odd silverfish.


The little fat man, whom Alex addressed as Mr Brown, was carrying a very large and apparently heavy suitcase. Alex tried to take it from him to stow it, but he protested and said he would prefer to keep the case with him. Alex looked knowing, assuming, as I did, that the case was stuffed with gold bought illicitly in the bars of Kalgoorlie with black money.


‘All right,’ he said, ‘but you’ll have to put it on the floor in front of you. It’ll be a bit uncomfortable.’


’That’s all right,’ said Brown, in the polite co-operative manner of one well versed in criminal activities.


Neither Alex nor I was worried. Illicit gold deals are what Kalgoorlie thrives on. The people involved never hurt you unless, by any chance, you upset them.


I took the co-pilot’s seat beside Alex, Brown was behind us and the Japanese lady was behind him.


Alex made sure everybody was belted in and we took off for Perth in perfect weather.


You could feel the tension flooding out of Alex the higher we rose. Up here there was nothing to feed his phobia. He would be far from the harsh world of living things until we arrived in Perth.


‘Lovely day,’ he said. ‘Should be a pleasant run. But don’t be surprised if we bump a bit. The thermals out here are pretty unpredictable.’


Even as he uttered the words we dropped a few metres, an occurrence which always frightens the life out of me and makes my stomach try to climb out of my ears.


We stopped with the usual violent thud, and Alex, smiling calmly, turned to reassure his passengers.


‘Sorry about that,’ he said. ‘Air’s a bit fluky out in the hot country, but there’s absolutely nothing . . .’


He stopped and I saw his face literally collapse with horror.


I turned to see what was upsetting him and my face collapsed too, not because of what I saw, but because I knew what it would do to Alex.


The drop and the bump had thrown Brown’s suitcase open and a dozen or more frill-necked lizards were leaping out into the cabin. Brown wasn’t a gold dealer; he was a smuggler of protected species.


The lizards, frills high and bristling, their mouths open, all hissing furiously, began frenziedly to race around the cabin.


Now, the frill-necked lizard, though fearsome-looking, is a completely harmless creature. It can’t even give you a decent nip on the finger. The whole point of its horrific appearance is that it is helpless against attack by anything it can’t frighten by flapping its frill and hissing.


Alex did not come into the non-frightenable category. He stared at the lizards, spreading agitatedly through the cabin. All colour left his face, he gurgled horribly, his eyeballs turned up into his head and he went into a dead faint.


He fell across the control wheel, that half-moon arrangement that took the place of what we used to call the joystick in old-fashioned aircraft. The plane tilted its nose down and went screaming towards the earth, now suddenly not so very far away.


I knew just enough about flying to grab the dual control wheel and haul it back. Unfortunately, I did not know enough about flying not to haul it back much too fast.


The aircraft came abruptly out of its dive, shuddering so violently that I swear the wings flapped, stood on its tail and began labouring towards the sun. Some dimly remembered flying lessons taken in my distant youth told me that if I tried to put the nose down now, the aircraft would stall and drop tail first to the ground.


I held the control wheel where it was, the aircraft went over onto its back and we were flying upside down.


Frill-necked lizards fell everywhere, hissing like mad. Brown was screaming, the Japanese lady was yelling loudly in Japanese, I was bellowing meaninglessly to Alex to wake up, and Alex hung upside down alongside me, taking no notice, quite unconscious.


By now the lizards had spread themselves throughout the cabin. A dozen frill-necks in that space seemed like a thousand. I had the feeling that they were swarming like flies. They wouldn’t keep still. They raced around the roof of the cabin and hissed their heads off.


I didn’t like the situation. In theoretical control of an aircraft with an unconscious pilot, an hysterical smuggler, an over-excited Japanese lady and a dozen enraged lizards, all flying upside down, it is hardly surprising that I was not happy.


I tried to remember what you were supposed to do in these circumstances, but my elementary training simply had not taken these possibilities into account.


It seemed to me that if I pushed the control wheel forward the aircraft would now go upwards. But I had no idea how to increase the air speed and I felt that if I did that, I would certainly stall. The alternatives were to go on flying upside down until we ran out of fuel and crashed somewhere in central Australia or to pull the control wheel back, which I reasoned would turn the nose towards the earth, and after that try to level out the right way up. I had no idea of what to do after that, but anything seemed better than the present situation.


I gently hauled back on the wheel. Sure enough, the nose went down and we were diving. I kept hauling and the wings started to make falling-off motions, but there was nothing else I could do. After a long, long time, during which the earth seemed to come very close, the aircraft stopped diving and levelled out. I kept the wheel where it was. Immediately lizards, having previously been glued to the ceiling by centrifugal force, began falling everywhere.


They were the least of my concerns. All I wanted to do was keep the aircraft clear of the ground until Alex recovered and took over.


In the meantime, we seemed to be all right. I had my feet on the rudder controls and, although the aircraft constantly veered from side to side under my erratic pressure, at least we seemed to be staying in the air.


I glanced at Alex. His head was slumped to one side and he was muttering something I could not understand. It seemed to me, unreasonably, that he might soon regain consciousness. But what would be his reaction if he woke to find himself face to face with a hissing frill-necked lizard? There were three on the instrument panel now.


‘Get those bloody lizards back in the bag!’ I yelled to Brown.


I didn’t know how he was supposed to do it, but giving orders is comforting when you’re completely confused.


Alex woke up then, found himself face to face with three hissing frill-necks, screamed, tore off his seat belt and scrambled to the back of the aircraft into the lap of the Japanese lady. He found five more frill-necks there, so he screamed again and came clambering back into the seat next to Brown’s. There were five lizards there and Alex tried to burrow under the seat, holding his hands over his head and making sobbing noises.


‘Alex!’ I yelled. ‘These lizards are completely harmless. For God’s sake, man, pull yourself together and come and fly this aircraft! We’ll all be dead if you don’t.’


Alex’s only reaction was to try to burrow further under the seat. A lizard crawled onto his back and he gave a terrible moan.


‘They won’t hurt you, Alex,’ I yelled. ‘They’re not poisonous; they don’t bite; they don’t even scratch.’


Alex mumbled something I couldn’t catch.


‘What?’ I called.


‘They’re ugly,’ incredibly I heard him say.


‘Of course they’re ugly. That’s their job. They’re not nearly as ugly as we will be if you don’t get back here and do your job.’


Alex just muttered and sobbed unintelligibly. Death had no terror for him compared with frill-necked lizards.


I suddenly remembered the radio. Dozens of films and novels have featured hopeless amateurs in control of aircraft being talked down by stern-featured professionals at control bases. Surely this was a way out. I knew a little about flying. If someone would tell me what to do, I could get this damned thing down.


I grabbed the handset, pressed the call button and bleated, ‘Help. Mayday. Mayday. Help!’ There was a long silence, then a disembodied mechanical voice said: ‘Repeat please.’


‘Help!’ I said. ‘Mayday, mayday!’


‘What aircraft is that?’


I realised there was no point in just screaming for help. I had to be coherent.


‘Look, I’m flying an aeroplane somewhere out of Kalgoorlie and it’s full of frill-necked lizards and the pilot has freaked out and I don’t know what to do.’


A long pause.


‘Repeat message, please,’ at last.


‘I’ve told you,’ I shouted. ‘I’m a civilian. The plane is full of frill-necked lizards. They’ve frightened the pilot witless. I don’t know how to fly an aeroplane. Get me out of this.’


A very long pause.


‘What aircraft is that?’


‘I don’t bloody well know what aircraft it is. It’s got two engines and two wings. Does that help? The point is it’s full of lizards and a pilot in a state of nervous collapse. What do I do?’


‘Get off the air, joker. If we ever locate you, we’ll fine your socks off if you don’t end up in the slammer.’


‘Please,’ I shouted. ‘It’s true. I’m up in the air with a lot of lizards and a funked-out pilot. Can you hear me?’


But there was only silence from the radio.


It’s surprisingly easy to fly an aircraft once it’s on a level course. There was nothing for me to do except sit there and make occasional adjustments to the rudder controls and the control wheel. The altimeter showed that we were at 1500 metres and there were no hills in sight. Eventually the aircraft would run out of fuel, but for the time being there was no particular danger.


Then the Japanese lady started taking off her clothes. She stood in the aisle, hauling her long black skirt down over her hips. Hysteria hits people in different ways, but there is a time and place for everything, I thought.


How could I get her to pull herself together? She probably didn’t even speak the language. ‘Madam, I suggest you get dressed,’ I said slowly and loudly, staring rigidly ahead (there’s not much else you can do when you’re flying a plane), ‘unless you fancy a few frill-necks galloping over your bare skin.’


‘It’s because I don’t that I’m doing this,’ she said mildly, in English rather better than my own. ‘Obviously we have to get the lizards back in the bag, or he’ll’ — she jerked her head at Alex, snivelling face down on the floor — ‘never snap out of it. I can catch them in my skirt.’


And she did. Waving the thing like a matador’s cape, she calmly swept the lizards before her, corralling them under a seat. They flapped their frills like mad and hissed like steam kettles but didn’t resist as the woman, now using the skirt like a glove, picked them up one by one and handed them to Brown.


He had recovered himself completely, alternately dropping the frill-necks back into his suitcase and leering at the girl’s underwear. Low types, these wildlife smugglers. He took forever to stow the frill-necks to his satisfaction, smoothing scales and rearranging ruffs.


‘Get a move on, for God’s sake!’ I snapped. ‘At this rate we’ll be in Timbuctoo before you’ve potted the buggers!’


‘. . . Ten, eleven, twelve,’ recited the Japanese woman, as Brown dropped them into the bag. ‘That’s the lot now.’


‘You’re sure that’s all of them?’ I said distractedly, as the plane unaccountably started veering from side to side.


‘Of course I’m sure. I counted,’ she said blandly. She pulled on her skirt, then went and stood over Alex, stirring him with her toe. ‘All right, pilot,’ she said, her voice like a whipcrack. ‘Get back to your seat and fly this plane!’


The effect on Alex was extraordinary. He snapped to attention, as much as a man grovelling tearfully on the floor can. He looked about incredulously. ‘Have they gone?’ he whispered, knuckling his eyes.


‘Yes!’ I yelped. ‘Take over, Alex, for Christ’s sake!’


Apart from a tendency to breathe hard and roll his eyes like a startled horse, Alex seemed in control of himself. He gingerly took my seat — first peering underneath it, then behind it — and started flicking switches in all directions.


In a short space of time we were back on a reasonably smooth course for Perth. The suitcase was stowed as far back in the cabin as possible, the Japanese lady and Brown had buckled themselves back into their seats, and I was almost beginning to calm down.


But Alex wasn’t happy.


‘I can still feel those little bastards jumping all over me,’ he complained, scratching himself furiously. ‘Are you sure they’re all back in the bag?’


‘Of course they are, you great blithering idiot,’ I said soothingly.


‘My skin’s crawling. I think I’ll go mad.’


Not before I did. ‘Just shut up and drive,’ I advised him.


He didn’t. He twitched and whinged and carried on all the way to Perth. In due course we landed, completed all the formalities (the control tower seemed to have forgotten all about my mayday call — at any rate there were no police waiting on the tarmac to arrest me) and disembarked.


Alex bounded out of the plane like a springbok. Mr Brown was the next out. He scuttled off, clutching his suitcase, looking neither right nor left. The Japanese lady and I followed more sedately.


For once Alex was looking pleased to be on solid land. He twirled his blonde moustache, looking more like a hero than ever. ‘Good flight, eh?’ he said briskly, as if he hadn’t done his level best to kill us all scarcely thirty minutes earlier. ‘Pity about that spot of bother,’ he went on, scratching himself reminiscently, ‘but still, we didn’t make bad time.’


He smiled as he unzipped his flying jacket.


A lizard tumbled out. Not a large reptile. Crumpled, cross and almost suffocated, but a frill-necked lizard for all that. It bounced onto the tarmac, then reared up on its hind legs, hissing like a pressure cooker, its ruff fanned wide.


Alex fainted.


I looked at the Japanese lady. ‘I thought you said you’d got them all.’


‘How the hell would I know how many there were?’ she said composedly. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’


She stepped airily over Alex’s body. I followed her.


We didn’t look back. For all I know he’s still there, stretched out on the tarmac.


I sincerely hope the lizard ate him.




[image: image]


HOW NOT TO STEAL A CAR


No one has ever stolen a car in Tennant Creek, simply because there’s nowhere to steal it to.


You can go north or south, or you can go out on one of the roads to the various stations. If you went north or south, the police would quietly wait a twelve-pack along the road (a twelve-pack means the time it takes to drink twelve cans of beer — it’s the way they measure distance out there). If you go out on the property roads, you just come to the end and there’s nowhere to go.


Car stealing just isn’t practical.


Which is why I was so surprised when I came out of the pub at Tennant Creek to find my car had gone.


I was driving a Toyota Land Cruiser at the time, a decrepit vehicle that a destitute film producer had given me in lieu of a script fee.


I stood on the steps of the pub, quite unable to accept the fact that my vehicle had gone. There were several Land Cruisers parked in the street, but they were all sensibly khaki-coloured. Mine was pink and yellow — not my taste, but it had been decorated thus for film purposes. And it had purple daisies on the bonnet. It was not a difficult vehicle to identify. And it wasn’t there.


Obviously some lunatic had stolen it. I had left the key in the ignition. Everybody does that out there because cars are never stolen.


I gaped and gibbered for a few moments, reduced to utter despair, not because of the loss of the Land Cruiser, which frankly would have been something of a relief, but because in a briefcase in that Land Cruiser was the manuscript of a novel I had just completed. There was no copy. Somebody had not only stolen my motor car and my not very valuable clothes, typewriter, guns and personal effects, he had stolen a year of my working life.


I shot back into the pub, explained my dilemma to the barman and obtained use of the telephone to call the police.


I always recall that telephone conversation with some embarrassment.


I said, ‘Look, I’m calling from the pub at Tennant Creek. Somebody’s stolen my Land Cruiser.’


‘Don’t be bloody silly,’ said the policeman.


‘It’s true, I tell you. I parked it outside the pub half an hour ago and it’s gone.’


‘Go and have another look.’


‘I tell you, there’s no way I can be wrong. You couldn’t miss my vehicle.’


‘All Land Cruisers look the same.’


‘Mine doesn’t. It’s pink and yellow with purple daisies on the bonnet.’


After a long pause, the policeman said, ‘What?’


‘It’s pink and yellow with purple daisies on the bonnet,’ I replied, faltering a little.


‘Very good, sir,’ he said. (All policemen can make ‘sir’ sound like a rude word.) ‘I’ll put a call out. What’s the registration number of the vehicle?’
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