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The advice given to budding authors is ‘Write what you know.’ And so I did. You’ve seen the title, you know where this is going. I hope you enjoy the ride.  P.M.

Rainbow Beach is a real and beautiful geographical location in Queensland, Australia. All other elements of this story, including businesses, accommodation houses, characters and incidents are fictitious, and any resemblance to persons, places or historical events is purely coincidental.

Characters and themes in this novel are loosely based on those of Jane Austen’s ‘Pride and Prejudice’, the rights to which are now in the public domain. The adapted characters and plotlines are the property of the author, Peter Miles.
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Chapter 1
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a meagre fortune, must be in want of a better car. It was a truth Will Dawson was becoming more and more aware of with each passing kilometre. His little silver Jimny was struggling.  It’s 1.3 litre petrol engine could keep it tootling along at a comfortable 90kph on the flat highway, but the many steep, winding hills he was encountering now were taxing it almost to a standstill, much to the annoyance of the drivers in the vehicles following.  Will looked anxiously, frustratingly, in the rear vision mirror, which was completely filled with the chrome front grill of a gun-metal grey, late model Toyota Landcruiser. Its horn was sounding accusingly, angrily.

“Keep your shirt on, I’m going as fast as I can,” he muttered, and slapped the gear stick into third in the hope of coaxing an extra smidgen of speed from the already-screaming, overworked 15 year old motor.  “Come on, hang in there, little girl.  Only a few more kilometres to go.”

22 year old Will was heading to Rainbow Beach, a seaside tourist town on the Queensland coast, 3 hours drive north of Brisbane.  University had ended for the year, and along with it the small teacher training scholarship that kept a sharehouse roof over his head, fuel in the Jimny tank and basic food on the table.  His aunt owned a business in Rainbow, and had offered to employ Will for 4 weeks over the busy summer period.  It was an offer he couldn’t afford to refuse. Come July next year, however, when he finally graduated from his teaching course, it might be a different story.

The problem with the Rainbow Beach access road was not its condition. The steady stream of tourist traffic and the tax dollars this resulted in meant the government kept the bitumen generally well-maintained. The issue lay in the total absence of overtaking lanes or long stretches of straight road where passing would be possible. Will could see, beyond the Toyota Landcruiser grill, at least another 5 cars  backed up behind him.  There wasn’t even anywhere safe to pull over to let the cars go by, as the shoulders of the road were narrow and bordered by sand and scrub.  His only possible salvation was the Seary’s Creek carpark, which lay about 7 kilometres before the Rainbow Beach township and about 6 kilometres ahead of him.

There was a brief respite as the Jimny descended into a small gully and sped up, but it was short-lived. The road banked left and upwards, a long blind curve, ascending steeply, that drained all speed and momentum from the car.  As Will thrust the gear stick back into second, he was surprised by a sudden flash of movement over his right shoulder, and turned to see the Toyota Landcruiser overtaking him, despite the double white lines on the bitumen, the complete lack of visibility on the bend, and the very definite potential for a head-on with some luckless holiday maker, surfer or fisherman heading in the other direction.

“You bloody idiot!” Will shouted ineffectually through the driver’s side window, and simultaneously caught a glimpse of the vehicle’s passengers as they embarked on their apparent journey to oblivion. Had there been time for supposition, Will would have predicted entitled teenage male P-Platers, taking Dad’s Cruiser for a day trip, or perhaps highly-mortgaged redneck fishermen, racing to catch the next barge to K’gari. But instead, as they passed, the fleeting vision was of young females,  the driver saluting him with her middle finger and the passenger apparently shouting “Fuck” at him, if his lip reading was accurate. Two other female faces stared at him as the vehicle surged ahead. Reflexively, he punched the centre of the steering wheel to sound the horn in protest, but regretted it instantly, as the Jimny let out a cartoon-like, emasculatingly-pathetic  beep in response.

The Toyota cleared the Jimny and then tucked quickly back into the left lane, narrowly avoiding a red Greyhound bus that suddenly appeared on the right. The manoeuvre required significant braking on the part of the Landcruiser, so Will, even at the low speed he was ascending the hill, found himself on a collision course with a rather large towbar that threatened to impale his radiator. He simultaneously slammed on the brakes and desperately twisted the wheel left, aware that other vehicles were close behind. Will was not much of a swearer, at least in public, but the word “Shiiiiiiiiiiit!” expelled involuntarily from his mouth as the Jimny skidded off the road with a jerking series of thumps, and onto the narrow shoulder.  It was only prevented from ploughing into an adjoining gum tree by a fortunate combination of the uphill slope of the road and the sandy nature of the ground, but almost rolled as the right wheels dug in. As the Jimny came to an abrupt stop, the contents Will had so carefully packed into the Jimny’s back seat continued forwards, and a tackle box hit the back of his headrest and spilled open over his shoulders and onto his lap and the car floor. 

The vehicles travelling behind Will had enough space and time to sweep by safely, thanks to his actions, and he was suddenly, and with some relief, alone.  He turned off the engine and sat quietly for a few moments, appreciating the fact that he was still alive.  His heart was pounding, his ears rang, and the engine ticked with heat.  He looked up through the windscreen to see the nose of his surfboard still where it had been throughout the journey - the tie-down straps and roof racks had held, which was a miracle. He glanced at the interior of the Jimny, and apart from errant fishing lures and sinkers littering the ageing carpet, everything was basically still in place, albeit a little further forward in the cabin than it previously had been. If there was any damage, it would be outside.

Will cracked the door and stepped from the Jimny, his feet sinking immediately into the soft sand, which also infiltrated his shoes. He wished at that moment he hadn’t worn his best running shoes, the white ones with the fluorescent yellow stripes, and gone with the black thongs, despite their apparent unsuitability for driving.

“Shit!”

He surveyed the situation.  On the bright side, there was no body damage.  Beneath the scratches, the crazed silver paint, the hardened bird droppings and the baked-on squashed insects, the panels were untouched. The Jimny had been brought to a halt about 20 centimetres from a scrubby Melaleuca which would otherwise had left a substantial mark in the bumper and bonnet and possibly pushed the ageing Suzuki motor into the front seat area.  The yellowy-white vintage Cordingley surfboard, his single-fin pride and joy, was still perched safely on the roof and with no additional dings.  All four wheels were still attached to the car, as were the axles, though on the down side, all four tyres were also significantly buried in the sand.  

The Jimny was a four wheel drive vehicle, but Will was acutely aware that its small motor and low torque limited its off-road ability somewhat. He had bought it secondhand from his uncle based on its conveniently-low purchase price, which suited his limited university student income, rather than for its practicality. In fact, he’d actually only used the four wheel drive mechanism once, on the gravel road at the end of his street, out of curiosity rather than need.

“Well, here goes nothing,” Will sighed with resignation, and hopped back into the driver’s seat.  He started the engine, shifted the gear stick to neutral, and pushed the button in the dash for four wheel drive high range.  He then shifted into reverse, and let out the clutch.  The Jimny shuddered for a moment, and then nothing happened - the wheels were apparently spinning in the sand.

“Shit!”

Will returned the gear stick to neutral, pushed the button in the dash for four wheel drive low range, and again shifted into reverse, mentally crossing his fingers.  Again the shuddering, the Jimny slowly ploughed a path about a metre long backwards, and then dug itself into the sand even further. Will tried first gear, but had no luck.  He was bogged.

“Shit, Shit”.  Will climbed back out of the car, and surveyed the wheels. They were deeper in the sand now than when he’d first examined them. Had he been able to afford new off-road tyres, things may have been different. Had he been able to afford a Toyota Landcruiser, like the one that had forced him off the road, things would definitely have been different.  But here he was. 

“Shit, shit, shit”.  

Will took out his phone, searched his contacts and dialed.  The number rang on, then an answering machine kicked in. He waited for the tone.

“Aunt Sarah, it’s Will. I’ve had a few car troubles, so I’m going to be a little late getting there. Sorry.”

Replacing the phone in his pocket, Will bent down and began to scoop the sand away from the wheels using his bare hands. If he could just find some gravel or hard dirt under all that sand, he’d be able to get some traction for the tyres.  As he worked, he could feel the ground shake every time another car passed by on the road, only metres away. Being midday and early December, the sun was punishingly harsh, and he was soon sweating profusely, his white t-shirt soaked and glued to his back and the sand sticking to every exposed piece of skin.  He was 20 minutes in, onto the third wheel, when the sound of a vehicle pulling up behind him caught his attention. He turned at the sound of a car door slamming.

“Need a hand?”  The speaker was a middle-aged male, balding, overweight, heavily tattooed and sporting an untidy beard, salted black and grey.  His white sleeveless T-shirt, hanging loosely over his bulging stomach and the fluorescent-orange boardshorts beneath, bore the statement ‘I’d rather be fishing - or fucking’. His feet were in thongs, his snowy-white ankles proclaiming that he normally wore shorts and some form of work boot in his professional life. Well, guardian angels came in all guises, shapes and sizes, Will surmised.

“I’ll take anything you’ve got,” he responded. “I don’t seem to have the power to get out of this”.

“That’s bloody obvious. Mate, Jimny’s are light and cute, but pretty gutless,” the speaker concluded, standing beside Will and surveying the scene.  Obviously a wise man as well as an angel.  “My old Hilux, on the other hand, is as heavy as shit and ugly as fuck, but she’s got grunt”.  The Hilux utility in question appeared to be finished in hand-painted red, jacked up to a precarious height, and sporting tyres with enough tread to hide a small child if it ran over them. “I’ll get my snatch strap. I’m Dave, by the way”. He held out his hand.

“I’m Will.” They shook.

“Nice to meet ya, Will. Now how the fuck did this happen?”

Will shrugged his shoulders. “Bad luck, I guess.  A Landcruiser full of girls forced me off the road, overtaking on a blind corner.”

Dave laughed. “Bloody sheilas. They should be driving a girly car like your Jimny - they’d do less damage.”

Amused with his own wisdom, Dave turned and walked to the Hilux and climbed in. Seconds later the Hilux engine started, with a ceremonious plume of smoke from the exhaust and a couple of coughs. For a heartbreaking second, Will thought Dave was going to drive away, as he simply pulled out onto the road and started up the hill, but he turned back onto the shoulder 30 metres ahead, reversed back and parked about 5 metres in front of the Jimny.  He then climbed out, went around to the back of the ute, popped the tailgate and reached in, emerging with an burnt-orange snatch strap in hand.

“Hope your anchoring mount is sound, otherwise my Hilux will rip your little shitbox in half,” he quipped, and then went down on his knees at the front of the Jimny and began to feel around under the vehicle. “Nah, she’ll be right.” After anchoring one end of the snatch strap to the Jimny, he attached the other end to the towbar of the Hilux.

“Start her up, put her in high range, and as soon as I take up the slack, let out the clutch and accelerate,” Dave instructed Will. “And once we’re both going, get the right wheels up onto the bitumen but leave the left ones on the shoulder, so you don’t get another car up your arse. And stop when I stop, ‘cause I don’t want you up my arse either.” He chuckled and headed back to the cab of his trusty Hilux. 

Will nervously climbed back into his Jimny. “Don’t stuff this up”, he advised himself, and prepared the Jimny for its extraction. Thankfully, the engine started immediately, high range engaged, and first gear was selected without incident. His left leg shook as he held pressure on the clutch, watching as the Hilux eased forward and the snatch strap uncurled like an awakening snake. As the slack was taken up and the strap lifted from the ground, Will eased his left foot up and applied accelerator with the right. He felt the car shudder as the strap began to pull, and after a moment’s resistance, the Jimny began to move forwards, Will straightening the wheels and following the line of the Hilux, partially onto the road.  He quickly scanned the rear vision mirror, but his ‘arse’ appeared to be safe, with no other vehicles in sight.  The procession of two vehicles, the ugly and the cute, moved 50 metres closer to Rainbow Beach before coming to a halt, Will driving close enough to the Hilux to allow the snatch strap to go slack once more on the ground for removal.

As Will opened his door gingerly, checking his mirror carefully to avoid being collected by any passing motorist, Dave sprang boldly from his Hilux cab, seemingly oblivious to any possible threat. He smiled proudly and gave the rugged bodywork a thump with his fist as he walked back to remove the snatch strap from the towbar.

“Told you she had grunt.”

Will bent down to unhook the strap from beneath his car, but Dave was suddenly there beside him, almost pushing him out of the way in his enthusiasm to crouch under the vehicle.

“Don’t get those fancy shoes of yours dirty, mate. I’ve got this.” If the pitiful beep of the Jimny horn had been emasculating, Dave’s words were totally castrating to Will’s ego, and he pulled back in embarrassment.

“Right, I reckon you’re ready to go again. Just try and stay on the road for the next 6 Ks, and you’ll be okay.”

Will held out his hand to Dave in gratitude, feeling pathetically childlike in the process, and Dave shook it, covering Will’s hand in sandy grease.  Will was not going to blink or give any sign that he noticed this - he didn’t want to appear any more helpless or weak in this man’s eyes.

“Thanks”.

“No worries, mate.  Welcome to Rainbow. Just watch out for those bloody sheilas in future. They're good for some things, but driving ain’t one of them.” And with that final pearl of wisdom, Dave alighted in his Hilux and roared off, leaving a grey smoke trail in his wake.

It wasn’t quite the welcome Will had expected or wanted on this particular day, or any day for that matter. He hoped the next few weeks in Rainbow Beach improved his outlook. But he’d definitely be watching out for those ‘bloody sheilas’.
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“We’re going to be late.”

“No we’re not.”

“We are. The opening is at 1.00, and it’s 12.30 now. Mum is going to kill us.”

“Bullshit.  We’ve got loads of time.”  As she said this, Lucy Bennett applied more pressure on the accelerator, and the Landcruiser surged forward towards the rear bumper of the car in front.

“Slow down, Lucy!” Beth Bennett almost screamed at her little sister, simultaneously grabbing for the handle embedded in the roof above her with her left hand and reaching for the dash with her right.  “You’re going to get us all killed”.

There was a chorus of agreement from the two girls in the back, Beth’s other sister Meg, seated behind Lucy, and Beth’s best friend Jasmine Thompson, seated behind Beth.

“Make up your bloody minds,” retorted Lucy sardonically. “Do you want Mum to kill us, or the car?”

“Neither, thank you very much,” scolded Beth. “We want to get to Rainbow in one piece, and on time for Mum’s fashion parade, but thanks to you, we can’t do both.”

“Thanks to me? Why thanks to me?  It’s this bloody dickhead in front of us who’s slowing us down. He’s doing 80 in a 100 zone.”

“We wouldn’t have to worry about the time if you hadn’t flirted with those surfers at Alex”, Beth chided Lucy.  “We could have checked out of the unit at 10.00 and made it back to Rainbow before 12.00, with a full hour to spare before the cafe opening and Mum’s thing.”

“She’s right,” chipped in Meg. “You said you were just going for a quick dip.”

“It was a quick dip!” Lucy protested.

“Yeah, but then you went for a long, full flirt,” chided Meg. “ If we hadn’t gone looking for you, who knows what would have happened with those boys.”

19 year old Meg Bennett was Lucy Bennett’s harshest critic.  She was 16 months older than Lucy, and felt she had an intellectual as well as age superiority over her younger sibling.  The two sisters had been close-knit, inseparable friends through childhood, until the unfortunate day, sometime after Lucy’s 11th birthday, when she had simultaneously discovered ‘boys’ and begun to sprout breasts.  The girls’ differences had grown greater ever since.  Whereas Lucy was an early bloomer, Meg was a late one, and even in full bloom at 19 had a flat chest, narrow hips, flat mousy-brown hair she refused to style, and a general countenance that stated ‘I’m not interested in you’, which stretched to boys and anyone she chose not to like.

“Oh, shut up, Meg,” Lucy spat with disgust. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a boy if he was sitting in your lap right now. You probably wouldn’t even notice him.”

“Well you’ve sat in enough boys’ laps, so you’re the expert here,” retorted Meg accusingly, not realising that Lucy would take it as a compliment. “And I have no desire to have any boy near any part of my lap, thank you.”

Lucy Bennett, nearly 18 years old, was a teenage boy’s dream, in appearance at least.  Actually, she was the physical dream of boys from age 13 to old age.  Sun-bleached honey-blonde hair, blue eyes, a tanned figure with curves of all the right size, in all the right places. Visually, unless she was drunk, bored or angry, she always made an instant, positive first impression. Things changed fairly quickly once she opened her mouth though, when her intellect, vocabulary and personality were on display.  Even so, some boys didn’t seem to notice or mind.

Jasmine sat quietly in the seat behind Beth, saying nothing.  This was a Bennett family issue, and not her business.  Lucy was a hopeless flirt and a terrible driver, but it wasn’t in Jasmine’s nature to publicly express her judgments to anyone.  Being judgemental was her own private guilty pleasure - on the outside she was all serenity and acceptance.

21 year old Jasmine Thompson was an enigma to all but her family and closest friends. Unlike Lucy Bennett, she rarely opened her mouth unless in response to questioning or requests for advice. Jasmine had long red hair, fair skin, green eyes and a body not dissimilar to Lucy’s, through genetics rather than vigorous exercise, but never flaunted as publicly as Beth’s youngest sister.  She considered herself more bookish than boy-toy.

“If there was a boy on my lap, Lucy,” Beth quipped,  “I’d use him as an air bag to survive the car crash you’re obviously going to cause,” 

The little car in front was slowing again as it struggled to climb another hill.

“Now he’s only doing 60.  Go back to the bowls club, you old fart!” Lucy yelled in frustration through the windscreen.

“Take it easy, Lucy.  You’re only an L-Plater yourself,” Beth reminded her. “Don’t do anything stupid.”  ‘To add to all the other stupid things you’ve already done’, Beth thought but did not say.

“Oh, stuff this and stuff you all,” Lucy exploded, and suddenly stamped on the accelerator and pulled out into the right lane, determined to overtake the silver Jimny that was the current bane of her driving existence.

“Lucy!” Beth screamed, aware that they were overtaking on a blind corner with absolutely no idea what was coming the other way.

The Landcruiser, with its V6 power, easily surged past the Jimny, and as it did so , Lucy thrust her left hand out, seemingly straight at Beth’s face.  Beth protectively, reflexively turned her head away to avoid being hit, swearing unconsciously and in surprise, in a most unladylike manner, as she did so.  When the impact didn’t come, she turned back to see Lucy’s hand in front of her face, middle finger extended. At that same moment, Beth also sighted the imposing red Greyhound bus sharing the same lane but travelling in the opposite direction.

“Lucy!” she screamed again in warning, but her warning was unnecessary, for Lucy had seen the danger herself, thrusting the steering wheel left and slamming on the brakes to tuck back into the left lane. The Landcruiser responded instantly and somewhat violently, throwing its passengers around in their seats but avoiding any impact with the bus and remaining on the road.

“Woo hoo!” laughed Lucy, “that was close.  And you said I was only an L-Plater. You can change your undies when you get home, girls.”  She began to accelerate again, and the Landcruiser was once more racing towards Rainbow Beach.

None of the others in the car said anything for several minutes. If underwear needed to be changed, no one was going to admit it. Beth was shaking with both shock and anger, but knew any words she said would be wasted on Lucy. Eventually she felt calm enough to speak.

“Jazz, are you okay?”

“Fine,” Jasmine responded, apparently unruffled but only because she was always so measured in everything she said.  “Shaken, but not stirred.”

“Meg?”

“I’m alright, no thanks to Lucy. I just can’t wait to get out of this vehicle.”

“Well, you should all be thanking me,” protested Lucy.  “We’re going to get to Rainbow with about 15 minutes to spare before the cafe opening.”

“15 minutes isn’t a lot of time to prepare for Mum’s fashion parade, Lucy,” rebuked Beth.  “Mum wanted us to have our hair and make-up done first. I can’t see that happening with the time we have left.” 

As if to reinforce her sentiments, Beth’s phone pinged, and a message from her mother appeared. ‘Where are you?’. ‘Nearly there’ Beth typed quickly, hopefully, to give her mother false assurance.

“It’s not my fault if you need to be prettied up for the event.  Some of us don’t need grooming to look good. Just ask those surfers I met this morning. They liked what they saw,” Lucy gloated. 

“And if we hadn’t arrived, they would have seen a lot more,” muttered Meg from the back, primarily for the audience other than Lucy. Lucy’s lack of response indicated she hadn’t heard the comment.

Beth said nothing. There was no point.  Lucy was the most attractive of the Bennett girls, as evidenced by the frequent male attention she received, and even if she hadn’t been so pretty, her self-concept was inflated and bulletproof.  Beth did not envy her little sister at all, however.  If anything, it was Jasmine’s example she admired.  Jazz had a natural, unassuming beauty and a calmness of manner. She would not have made a good social media influencer (for their ‘beauty’ was commercial, artificial and high-maintenance), but an exceptional artist’s model. Whereas Lucy had boys throwing themselves at her feet (or boobs, or butt) all the time, Jazz was generally admired from afar. Lucy was a boy’s fantasy playmate, whereas Jazz was viewed as playing in another league. Rare was the boy with the self-confidence to ask her to dance or for her phone number. Jazz, of course, was modest and totally unaware of this, and was actually very shy herself.

As for 21 year old Beth, she didn’t really know where she fit in the grand scheme of womanhood.  Not as beautiful as Lucy or Jazz, she felt, but then looks had never really concerned her. She knew she wasn’t hideous - she could fill a bikini and attract admiring looks - but she rarely looked in the mirror long enough, other than to clean her teeth or brush her long brunette mane of hair, to take real note of her perfections or flaws. She didn’t mind her brown eyes, but wasn’t sure they were exceptional.  She was happy with her physical fitness, but wasn’t sure if this made her body too athletic. To dwell on such things at this time of her life would take up too much time, and being in the mid-stages of a medical degree, time was something she didn’t have enough of to waste.

There were some aspects of her personality that Beth was fully aware of. She wasn’t impulsive like Lucy, but nor did she have Jazz’s calmness.  In social situations she could adopt a front of confidence through thoughtful self-control, but internally she often found herself to be conflicted and unsure of herself.  Her intelligent mind made her academically successful, but caused her to over-analyse things. She knew she was heterosexual; she’d read enough romance novels, watched enough movies, eyed enough boys from afar to know that; but she’d never met a boy or man she felt attracted to and she certainly wasn’t going to chase them fervently the way Lucy did.

“Last hill’, piped Lucy. “Told you we’d be here with plenty of time.” The Landcruiser surged up the last slope and over the top, making the final curving descent into the township of Rainbow Beach.

Beth looked at her phone. 12:43.

“I wouldn’t say we’ve got plenty of time.  And slow down.  It’s a 60 zone, remember. The Police could be sitting waiting for you.”

“As if,” laughed Lucy, but Beth noted that she braked simultaneously and a little excessively. It was just as well, because as they crossed the markings on the road that coincided with the 60 speed sign, there, 100 metres down the road, sat the white Police Landcruiser, an officer leaning on the bonnet with a speed camera pointed in their direction. Beth shot her eyes to the speedometer, noting with relief that Lucy had survived a ticket by the barest of margins. But if she expected any thanks from Lucy, she was sorely disappointed.  Instead, Lucy waved gaily at the police officer as they cruised past him, muttering “You can’t catch me” as she did so.  What made it worse, from Beth’s perspective anyway, was the fact that the policeman waved back at Lucy.  The boys just couldn’t resist her charms.

“30 zone!” she warned Lucy as they entered the main street shopping area, and again the immediate excessive breaking to transition from 60. This was almost immediately followed by a sudden turn to the right as Lucy decided she had identified the perfect carpark space in the centre of the street, and then another stab on the brakes to bring the Landcruiser to a halt.

“And we’re here, ladies”, she concluded in satisfaction.  “Safe and sound, despite Beth’s nagging.  Don’t thank me all at once, ‘cause I don’t really care.”  With that, she opened the door and jumped out. “Come on, we better not keep Mum waiting.”

Beth grunted in frustration but said nothing.  There was no point. Lucy was incorrigible. Anyway, there was no time for further rebuke. There were only minutes until the official cafe opening, and her mother’s fashion parade was a significant part of the proceedings. 

The ‘Beans on the Beach’ cafe was the newest business to open in the main street of Rainbow Beach. The town itself began as a sand mining site in the late 1960s, but over time became a popular holiday spot for fishermen and surfers with vehicles able to access it via the basic sand track in. Eventually the road was upgraded, permanent residence became available, camping grounds were established and tourism became the prime industry.  Now, sand mining was long gone, and the town was a holiday mecca for four wheel drivers, backpackers and families, keen to make the most of its expansive uncrowded beaches, or use it as a jumping off point for nearby K’gari (formerly Fraser Island) to the north or Double Island Point to the south, known for its surf points and family-friendly lagoon. Rainbow Beach sat almost in the middle of a 27 kilometre stretch of pristine beach between Double Island Point and Inskip Point, predominantly surrounded by National Park.  No high rises, no beachfront apartments to clutter the beach views, and plenty of safe space to walk, swim, surf, fish or paraglide. 

Beth’s mother Carol owned one of four clothing stores in the main street. Rainbow Beach was what Beth thought of as a ‘Two-fer’ town, as in there were 2 of most types of business to provide choice, if not competition.  The exception was the 3 restaurants. There were 2 caravan parks, 2 service stations, 2 real estate agents, 2 supermarkets, 2 fish and chip shops, 2 doctors’ surgeries, 2 laundromats, 2 bakeries, 2 camping/hardware stores, 2 bottle shops, 2 arty/crafty gift stores, 2 ice cream shops and 2 service/sports clubs. There were even 2 places you could get your hair cut, though one was more barber, the other more beauty salon.  On the singular side, there was only 1 public hotel, 1 pharmacy,  1 post office and 1 dedicated bait and tackle shop. There were other various trades and businesses around town, including plumbers, mechanics, electricians and  builders, but most of these did not have shopfronts and Beth wasn’t of an age or situation to require them, so her knowledge was sketchy.

The Bennett store, ‘Rags to Rainbows’, wasn’t exactly a boutique, though Mrs Bennett called it that. The clientele who generally shopped in Rainbow Beach on their holidays did not have boutique budgets.  They’d either spent all their money on their 4WDs and the toys they towed behind them (off-road camper trailers, caravans, boats and jet skis) or on the holiday accommodation that housed them. Being at the beach, they were basically attracted to beachwear, sun protection, or items that they had forgotten to pack. In addition, they were keen to buy good coffee, takeaways, ice creams, and alcohol, because these were the luxuries that made holidays special. Thus ‘Rags to Rainbows’ sold a collection of sunhats, sunglasses, rash shirts, swimwear and surf clothing.  Some of it bore the labels of the big surf brands, to suit those with bigger wallets. Some of it was manufactured by local residents, to support the community.  And some of it had been produced in foreign sweatshops with obscure labels, but available at prices that appealed to the most tight holiday budgeter.

‘Rags to Rainbows’ sat immediately adjacent to ‘Beans on the Beach’, and Mrs Bennett was a friend of the owner, Sarah Dawson, hence her support for the official opening. It also represented a great opportunity for some free advertising of her own business. ‘Beans on the Beach’ was not the first business to have occupied that location in the street.  The original business was ‘Doug’s Bait and Tackle’ in the late 1970s, which was replaced by ‘Epic Videos’ in the early 1990s, ‘Rainbow Secondhand Goods’ in the early 2000s, and ‘Pot of Gold Fruit and Veges’ from 2015 up until the previous year. Mrs Dawson, a long-time resident of Rainbow Beach herself, had managed the ‘Pot of Gold’ for its owner, and had decided, once the owner closed the business, that the time was right to open a new cafe in town. Since the COVID pandemic had swept the world, locking populations in their homes or localities for long periods, before finally releasing them again to roam freely, she’d noticed a change.  Holiday makers in Rainbow were less inclined to settle for a can of Coke and a meat pie or sausage roll after fishing, swimming or sightseeing. They were now more inclined to desire a cappuccino, latte, blueberry muffin, smashed avocado on Turkish bread, or Eggs Benedict. Thus the old fruit shop was refurbished, refurnished, and today was officially opening in time for the Christmas rush.

Beth could see her mother standing impatiently at the door of the cafe, hands on hips, a disapproving expression on her face, as she, Lucy, Meg and Jasmine were crossing the road to the footpath.

“Where have you girls been?  The opening commences in 10 minutes.” Then she cut short her inquisition before the girls could respond. “Never mind, just get out the back and get into your first outfits. We’ll talk about this later.”

Mrs Bennett practically pushed the girls through the crowded cafe, past the small catwalk and stage assembled at the back right hand corner, and into the small kitchen area beyond, where a portable clothing rack dominated the space, along with a few cardboard boxes from which spilled beachwear. Kitchen hands were busily preparing meals, dodging the clutter as they went about their work.

“Where are we supposed to get dressed?” complained Meg. “I’m not taking my clothes off here in front of everybody,”

“Oh, don’t be such a prude,” chided Lucy.  “These guys have too much work to do to take notice of you, and anyway, you haven’t got anything worth noticing.”

“Cut it out, Lucy, I haven’t got time for your lip today,” rebuked her mother, bringing a hurt, sulky expression to Lucy’s face.  “There is a staff toilet there at the back, Meg.  Get changed in there, but for God’s sake, hurry up.”

Beth turned to Jasmine.

“Are you sure you want to do this, Jazz?” she asked, with real concern for her friend. “You don’t have to, you know, if you’re uncomfortable about it.  Mum would understand if you pulled out, and I certainly would.”

Jasmine smiled at her friend to reassure her.

“I’ll be fine, Beth.  You’re here, it’s a safe place. I’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” Beth acknowledged, “but any time you want to stop, you stop. But maybe leave the stage first,” she added with a grin.

The girls went to the clothing rack, on which the outfits were segregated according to the wearer by cardboard dividers, and collected their first piece of beach wear.  The cardboard boxes were each labeled with the girls’ names, and contained swimwear that could not hang on racks. Thankfully, Mrs Bennett had not started the parade with swimwear. Beth was not an extrovert like Lucy and could not have survived having to plunge into a crowded room, first up, wearing nothing more than a skimpy bikini.  Wearing a fitting T-shirt and high-cut shorts didn’t seem much better, but better it was. Lucy, on the other hand, was of a different mind.

“Oh crap, look at the cut of this dress I have to wear. It’s so loose you can’t even see my boobs and bum.  I feel like I’m going to church.”

Beth groaned. It was going to be a long afternoon.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3
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Will Dawson didn’t have to do much braking to slow the Jimny to 60kph as he entered Rainbow Beach, because the Jimny was basically only doing 60 as it cleared the last hill. He felt a satisfying sense of relief to have finally made it, and also to be back in one of his favourite places in the world, though his experiences with the world outside Australia were very limited.  To Will, Rainbow was a good karma place.  His spirits always lifted when he was there, and he had been there several times over the years, though not as often as he would have liked. His Aunt Sarah and Uncle John, his dad’s brother, had moved to Rainbow Beach in the early 2000s, and since then he had travelled up several times with his parents for the occasional extended family Easter or Christmas celebration. On the occasions when his parents were too busy to come themselves, which was most of the time, Will had ridden the Greyhound bus alone or driven up, when he had his licence.  Will’s father owned and ran an air charter company on the Gold Coast, and as an active pilot on his own staff, was rarely home. Will’s mother was partner in a very successful but busy Gold Coast real estate firm, and essentially lived to work, when she wasn’t partying with friends. His parents seemed comfortable being apart from each other, and Will was equally comfortable being apart from both of them.

Will’s last visit to Rainbow was nearly 4 years ago, just after high school graduation, so he was very pleased to be back. A combination of study, vacation employment and COVID lockdowns had restricted Will to Brisbane, with only occasional excursions to the Gold and Sunshine Coasts, and he had missed the long open beaches, the lack of highrise development, the simple, natural beauty of Rainbow Beach. As he cruised down the main street towards the shopping centre, it was obvious that little had changed in the town in the time he was away, and Will thought that was a good thing. 

Aunt Sarah’s instructions had been to park the Jimny at the back of her shop, which sounded easy on the phone but in reality was not straightforward at all. Will searched for the telltale ‘Beans on the Beach’ shopfront as he passed up the street, crowded with parked 4WD vehicles. There it was, midtown, behind the wall of Landcruisers, Hiluxes, Patrols and pedestrians but there was no driveway down the side to take him around the back, and there didn’t seem to be any driveway beside any of the other shops. He turned left at the end of the street, and began to drive around the small block.  His attention was briefly distracted by a group of attractive bikini-clad girls on the other side of the road, so he only spotted a promising laneway after he had passed it. He turned left again. The side of the block adjacent to the shops was filled with holiday homes, and no apparent access to the back of the shops either. Left again, and he was heading back to the main street. But there....there was the other end of the laneway, so Will turned down it and finally found himself amongst skip bins, empty pallets and a handful of commercial vans. Midway along the laneway, he spotted Aunt Sarah tossing a cardboard box into a skip, and turned into a gravel parking area.

“There you are,” smiled Aunt Sarah as Will alighted from the Jimny. “I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind about helping out. Maybe run off with a girl or something equally adventurous.”

“No such luck,” Will responded with genuine regret, giving Aunt Sarah a hug. “Sorry about the lateness and the sweaty shirt. I was run off the road a few kilometres out, and had to get towed out of the sand.”

“No damage to you or the car, I hope.”

“The car is fine, my body is fine, but my ego is a little dinged.”

“Well, let’s get you busy in the shop and take your mind off that,” Aunt Sarah declared. “The official opening has just commenced, so everyone is occupied with the fashion parade I’ve organised.  We’ve been run off our feet all morning, and there’s a crowd inside, so an extra set of hands serving the customers will be greatly appreciated. No matter how dirty those hands may be,” she added, suddenly aware of the state of Will’s appendages. “I think a handwash may be in order, actually”.

“I’ll grab a fresh shirt too. Don’t want to drive off any of your customers so soon after your opening.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Aunt Sarah reassured. “I’ve got you a ‘Beans on the Beach’ official uniform polo to wear.  Come on, let’s get moving.”

Will locked the Jimny and followed his aunt past the bins and through a doorway.  In doing so, he walked into a wall of sound and smells, a combination of music, chatter, coffee and frying food. He then only narrowly missed walking face first into a wooden door which was thrown open directly in his path. He reflexively protected his face by thrusting his hands up and blocking the door’s swinging passage.

“What the fuck?” yelled an angry voice from the other side, and the door pulled away to reveal a pretty blonde teenage girl in a hot pink, one piece swimsuit. Well, she would have been pretty if not for the scowl on her face. “Are you trying to kill me, dickhead?” And maybe if she hadn’t spoken.

“Sorry, just protecting myself,” Will responded defensively.  “I was about to get smashed in the face by your door.”

“Well, watch out next time.”  She slammed the door closed and stormed off into the depths of the shop beyond, which revealed itself to be a crowded kitchen area.

“Welcome to Rainbow,”Will sighed.  As he watched the girl depart, Will found himself mentally attaching a label to her - ‘Beauty and the Beast’.  ‘BandB’ for short. She was playing both parts simultaneously.

Will moved into the kitchen itself, to be stopped in his tracks by Aunt Sarah, waving a black polo shirt in his face.

“Hurry, put this on and go and see Jo over there,” she gestured, “and she’ll get you into the action. You can use the staff toilet to change if you’re shy,” she added, pointing to the door from which the irate blonde had emerged.

Given the busy state of the kitchen, rather than any self-conscious shyness, Will decided the toilet was the safest venue for a shirt change, but was beaten to the door by another girl, this one less attractive than the first, with dull mousy brown hair and currently attired in a pale-blue cotton summer flock.

“Excuse me!” she blurted, not apologetically but implying that she was the rightful owner of the toilet, and Will’s attempt to use it was an utter impertinence.

“Hurry up, Meg!”someone yelled from the other side of the kitchen.

“I am!” the girl yelled back, and giving Will a final glare, disappeared into the toilet and slammed the door.

“I guess I’ll change outside,” Will sighed in frustration, and headed back out to the carpark and the Jimny.  Unlocking the car, he pulled off his sodden t-shirt and threw it onto the passenger seat. Before dressing in the black polyester polo, he held it at arms length, turning it backwards and forwards.  The words ‘Beans on the Beach’ were emblazoned across the back of the shirt in white,  just below the shoulders. Beneath this was the logo, depicting an anthropomorphic coffee bean lying on a beach towel.  The same logo appeared on the front of the shirt in smaller form, about where a left breast pocket would have been. Satisfied that the shirt could not lower his dignity any further than the day’s events so far had already done, Will pulled on the shirt.  It fit him okay, but he knew that the non-breathable polyester fabric would give him some grief if the shop’s air conditioning was not up to par. Something to look forward to, he concluded ruefully.

Will strode back into the kitchen and over to the woman his Aunt Sarah had identified as ‘Jo’, currently standing at one of the kitchen’s two coffee machines. Jo was mid-40s, tanned, had her jet black hair in a bob, and was dressed in a black polo shirt, black three-quarter length pants, and a black apron. Only her sandshoes were white. She looked a little flustered.

“I’m Will.  Aunt Sarah said to see you for instructions.”

“About time.  We’ve been run off our feet.  Take this tray to Table 7.  2 cappuccinos, 2 vanilla lattes.  Duck by Sandra at the counter and get her to put 2 slices of mudcake on the tray too.  And chuck a few sugar sachets on for good measure. They didn’t ask for sweetener when they ordered, but you can bet that one of them wants it.”

Will lifted the plastic tray carefully and headed out of the kitchen area, diverting behind the counter and glass display cabinets that ran almost the length of one side of the cafe.  The counter and its register sat in the middle, with the glass cabinet on the right displaying an assortment of cakes, muffins and slices, and the other on the left a range of sandwiches, rolls and wraps.  A large noticeboard behind and above the counter bore not only the cafe name and logo, but the types and prices of various beverages and food items, including the hot meals that did not appear pre-prepared in the cabinets. 

A blonde, harried-looking teenage girl was serving customers at the counter as Will approached from behind.

“I need 2 slices of mudcake.”

“Well get it yourself,” the girl snapped. “Can’t you see I’m busy?.....  Sorry, Ma'am, was that a large or medium cappuccino?”

And once again, the phrase ‘Welcome to Rainbow’ echoed in Will’s head.  Had he really thought of this place as ‘good karma’?

Will carefully deposited the tray on a bench behind the counter, and  scanned the back of the glass cabinet for the mudcake section.  He could see, through the other side of the cabinet, that ‘BandB’, in her hot pink swimsuit, was strutting along a small stage on the far side of the room, moving in rhythm with the music blaring through the speakers on the wall. 

‘All looks and no substance,’ he thought, and returned his attention to the cakes. The mudcake was on the bottom shelf, and he used a cake server to extract 2 slices and deposit them on 2 small plates stored beneath the display cabinet. Adding these to his tray, he headed out around the counter and into the cafe itself, only remembering at the last minute to grab a handful of sugar sachets from a small plastic container at the front edge of the counter.

Table 7 was located mid-room, occupied by four women in their mid-to-late 50s.  All were dressed in active wear, all relatively thin, leading Will to surmise that they’d probably just come from the gym, yoga or an aqua-aerobics class. He placed the tray on the table with a smile, as there was little point trying to talk over the music. He paused for a few moments before departing, in case the women found anything amiss with their order, but they all smiled happily up at Will to confirm all was well. He headed back out into the kitchen.

At the doorway, he had to halt briefly, for the toilet-stealing, mousy-haired girl, Meg apparently,  came pushing through, no longer clad in a pale-blue cotton summer frock, but a pale-green terry-toweling romper suit.  It did nothing for her, nor did the bored look on her face as she passed Will. Again, Will found himself mentally attaching a label. It was a habit he had picked up as a teenager, spectating at parties and social gatherings, and one he struggled to break. He labelled Meg as ‘Dora the Disinterested’.

Will turned briefly to watch as ‘Dora’ stepped towards the stage, and ‘BandB’ stepped down, but wasted no more time on them. Walking, this time unhindered, into the kitchen, he sought out Jo again for his next task.  As he did so, he saw two other girls, apparently also part of the fashion parade, standing over near the toilet door.  One was a redhead, the other a brunette, both with long hair, and both very attractive. The redhead was wearing a long, off-white dress, in a material which resembled some type of lace. She had classical looks, very feminine, and these, combined with her ethereal clothing, led Will to label her as ‘The Goddess’. Her companion, the brunette, wore a white long-sleeved t-shirt top and a short blue skirt, with white sandshoes.  Her build was athletic, her face oval, her hair wavy.

‘The Cheerleader’, Will thought, with an appreciative smile. She was very pretty.

“Will, I need you here!”

“Sorry.”  Will ceased his musing and focused once again on his busboy duties.  Tray number two contained a cappuccino and a chai latte, but he had to add two ham and cheese toasties from the grill before exiting the kitchen and seeking out Table 4. As he served the food and drink to its recipients, a young Indian couple, he noted that the music had changed and so too the fashion models.  ‘Dora’ and ‘BandB’ were gone, ‘The Goddess’ was floating across the stage, and ‘The Cheerleader’ was standing inside the cafe but near the kitchen doorway, waiting for her turn. Will felt a strong desire to dawdle and watch her take the stage, but his sense of obligation to Aunt Sarah and Jo was greater, and he satisfied himself with giving her a quick smile as he passed. She didn’t seem to notice him. Oh well.

For the next 15 minutes, all went well for Will, a blur of collecting trays and food, adding extras from the counter and display cabinets, hunting down tables and dropping off orders, all the while dodging kitchen hands, customers and the fashion models as they moved about the kitchen, the cafe or doorway. During those 15 minutes, he had heard enough conversation from the fashion models to identify their real names. ‘Dora the Disinterested’ he already knew as Meg, ‘Beauty and the Beast’ was Lucy,  ‘The Goddess’ was Jazz or Jess, and ‘The Cheerleader’ was Beth. Some of them appeared to be related, based on the catty remarks and arguments going on between them. 

And then tragedy struck, in the form of Lucy, who was definitely proving herself to be more beast than beauty. Will was walking out of the kitchen with a tray, the contents of which were a pot of green tea, a cappuccino and a babyccino. Beth, ‘The Cheerleader’, had just entered the kitchen from the cafe, and slid past Will, this time actually glancing briefly at him with her warm brown eyes as she passed.  Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she was wearing a white and yellow floral bikini, and wearing it well, Will noticed. He returned her glance, a little late, looking back as he did so whilst still progressing forward. He therefore failed to note the sudden entrance of Lucy into the kitchen, bursting through the doorway in pursuit of her sister.

“Beth, you bitch, that was my biki.....” Her sentence was interrupted abruptly as she crashed into Will, upending the tray of beverages all over him.  Lucy literally bounced backwards defensively.

“What the fuck? What the fuck?” She looked down at the form-fitting yellow cotton dress she had squeezed into earlier. “Watch where you’re going, arsehole! If you’ve spilled anything on this dress....”

Will, unlike Lucy, did not respond vocally immediately, except for a brief outburst of shock at the impact. Whilst openly he used no words, his head was full of expletives which he had enough self-control to repress. His chest, groin and legs were smarting from the fountain of hot green tea and coffee which had poured down his body after the collision. He still held the tray, but the liquid-coated floor around his feet was littered with broken crockery. Even worse, his beautiful white running shoes were mostly coffee brown. The only small saving grace was the fact that his black synthetic work shirt, and the black microfibre athletic shorts he had chosen to wear today, did not show any stains.  

“Look at my shoes. Look what you’ve done to my shoes, dickhead!” This wasn’t Will, but Lucy again. “They’re ruined!” 

Will could sense the girl’s fury was escalating, and he was going to bear the brunt of it. He bent down with the tray to start picking up shards of crockery from the vinyl tile floor, in the hope of dodging the abuse and diverting his own anger into actions rather than a war of words with this hot-headed opponent.

“Lucy, calm down. You’re creating a scene.” Will looked up, seeing Beth move to the other girl. 

“I’m creating a scene? Did you see what this idiot just did? He ran into me with a tray of coffee!”

Will stood up, leaving the tray at his feet. He could feel tension in his shoulders, and the heat in his face.

“In my defence, it was you who ran into me.” The words were out there now. He waited for return fire, and it came quickly and forcefully.

“Bullshit, Coffeeboy! You weren’t watching where you were going. You were too distracted, perving at my sister’s butt.”

It was an accurate call on Lucy’s behalf, but Will was certain she wouldn’t have had time to notice the object of his attention, given the speed of their impact and their proximity to the doorway. He was about to lie in his defence when Beth stepped in and saved him the trouble.

“Oh God, don’t make it worse than it already is, Lucy.”  Beth looked directly at Will.  “I’m sorry for this.  If you can tidy up this mess,” indicating the floor with a downward nod of her head, “I’ll deal with this one,” indicating Lucy with a turn of her head.

“No worries, and thanks,” Will returned, giving her a brief smile, which Beth reciprocated. She then turned to her sister, taking her upper right arm in her left hand. Will was interested to see how this played out.

“Come on, Lucy, let’s get you changed. The fashion parade isn’t over yet.”  

“What about my fucking shoes? They’re ruined.”

“It’s okay. It’s all swimwear from this point on, so you can go barefoot.” By this stage, Will was squatting down again to collect broken crockery from the floor. He saw Beth look down and heard her add,  “Or better yet, wear thongs.”.

The two girls began to move off, into the back area of the kitchen and the vicinity of the toilet change room.  Will watched them go, feeling relief at their departure and gratitude for Beth’s intervention. Lucy then looked back over her shoulder, saw his glance, and turned briefly, giving him a one finger salute and a sneer, before turning away again.

A light bulb of recognition exploded in Will’s head. He knew that finger and face.  He had a snapshot of both, framed in the side window of a gun-metal grey Landcruiser just before it forced him off the road, stored in his short term memory. Even as he continued to collect pieces of broken cup off the floor, he examined that mental picture in greater detail.  The other face, the one that was swearing at him through the same side window - it might have been Beth.  And the other girls in the back of the car were probably the very ones out there on the cafe stage.

Holding this thought, Will completed the kitchen clean-up quickly, with the help of a dustpan, brush and mop. He managed to avoid any interaction with Lucy as she brushed past him on the way back out to the stage, strutting like a diva in an orange bikini. He held onto the thought when he ducked out the back of the shop to rinse his running shoes under a tap, in the hope of preventing permanent staining, and swapped them for an older pair of blue running shoes in the Jimny.  The thought was still there when he collected the next tray of food and drink, and deposited it at a table in the cafe. But this time, instead of returning immediately to the kitchen to retrieve the next tray, he proceeded past the stage, where Lucy was dancing about in her bikini, and out the front entrance of the cafe onto the footpath.  He scanned the line of cars and 4WDs parked in the street, and his investigation was rewarded instantly.  There was the gun-metal grey Landcruiser, parked in the centre island almost  directly opposite him.  Suspicions were confirmed.  

“You bitches.”  Will strode back into the cafe, determined to give these girls no more of his time and attention. They, with Lucy at the forefront, had been the source of his problems throughout the day, and damned if he was going to waste any more smiles, labels or admiring looks on them.  His aim was to get through the day without receiving any more physical and emotional damage from this antithesis of a welcoming committee.
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Chapter 4
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Beth Bennett was tired and decidedly uncomfortable. The fashion parade was dragging on longer than she had imagined it would, and she was sick of the noise, the climbing in and out of outfits in the confined spaces of the cafe toilet, and the ogling looks or blatant disinterest of cafe staff and customers. She felt guilty for having dragged Jazz into this, knowing her best friend would be even more uncomfortable than she was. And she was fed up with her younger siblings.  
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