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This is a true story.




SOMEWHERE IN THE MENTAWAI STRAIT
WEDNESDAY, 17 APRIL 2013
2.15AM


From the shelter of the upper deck, I stumble out to the port railing of the Naga Laut and into the full brunt of the storm. The sea is heaving. A surge of Coke and bile rockets up my throat and I spew it out over the side, only for the wind to toss it back in my face. I’ve barely wiped my mouth when another projectile fires up through my diaphragm and I lurch over the side once more.


My head is pounding, my stomach a corkscrew of pain. I vomit a third time. I feel dizzy looking down at the white water churning beneath me. Then there is an explosion in my skull, as if an electric current has run up from the base of my spine and clouted me on the back of my head.


My last conscious thought is, If I vomit like that again, I’m going to pass out.


A great weight forces my chin to my chest. I’m somersaulting, tumbling, turning as if in a washing machine. Why didn’t we play this game as kids, I think to myself. Fill the washing machine up with soap, climb in and switch on! What a cool game that would’ve been!


My knees are suddenly thrust towards my chest, my feet crumpling into my backside, foetal-like. Momentarily, it’s exhilarating. Bubbles crowd around my face, bursting against my cheeks and closed eyes. I hear a gurgle as they froth from my ears and nose. I try to fix on another sound; it’s distant and indistinct. I realise I’m hearing voices, hollow and thin. They remind me of the tin-can telephones we used to make as kids.


‘Arch, wake up! Wake up, we’re there. We’re going for a surf. Wake up!’


Tony and JM sound relentlessly upbeat, giggling as they pour water over my head. Man-child pranks; fifty-year-olds behaving like schoolboys – normal behaviour on our surf trips.


‘Don’t splash water on my bed!’ I hear myself shouting at them. I am meticulous about my bunk being clean and tidy. ‘This cabin has no portholes. The sheets won’t dry.’


Their laughter recedes and is replaced with a roar that fills my head. I’m suddenly aware of water all around my body, warm contracting pressure against my arms and legs, my chest and neck. Walls of water emerge from the surrounding darkness to swamp my face, flood my nose and wash down my throat.


I cough violently and open my eyes. I wipe away the water to find no cabin, no cohorts. The dream instantly evaporates.


I’m in the ocean, fully awake and alert. The wind is howling and the surf boiling around me. Perhaps thirty metres ahead, the Naga Laut, its upper and lower deck lights pulsating through the storm, is moving slowly away from me.


Incredulity hits like a crowbar, my heart hammering in my chest. Is this really happening? It must be some kind of out-of-body experience. I’ll snap out of it in a second and somehow be back on deck.


But this is no dream.


Instead, I’m in the ocean, in the centre of a storm.


I hear the diesel engine of the boat grinding against the roar of the wind, and for a moment its acrid fumes reach my nostrils, bringing a further surge of vomit into my mouth. This is real all right, and an unseen wave hits me from behind as if to confirm it.


‘Hey!’ I scream. My throat is thick, as though I’ve swallowed a tennis ball. My voice doesn’t sound like my own. ‘Hey! Hey! Hey!’ I scream so loud my lungs feel as if they’re going to burst. I propel my upper body as far as I can out of the water in a water polo lift, waving both arms wildly above my head.


‘Baz, over here! Baz!’ I yell about five or six times as hard as I can. Baz, the Indonesian engineer, does not hear me.


I shout again. And again. My throat begins to burn from the effort. But the sound is stolen away by the waves and the wind and the rain, now beginning to obscure my vision. Calling for help is futile. I’m simply wasting energy trying to get them to hear me.


I can’t see anyone else on the back of the boat, but I can make out Banger lying on the upper deck, face down with his head in a bowl.


No-one has seen me fall overboard.


The reality hits me and my mind starts racing. Instinctively, I start swimming after the boat.


You know it’s pointless.


I don’t know if I think this or say it out loud.


The boat’s moving – at what? Probably about six-and-a-half-knots in this storm? You’ll never catch them.


Disbelief. Desperation. A slow-spreading sense of dread.


Then something that is for me a little rusty – I begin to pray. ‘Please, God. Please. Please, let someone have seen me. Please make the boat turn around and come back for me.’


I can’t make out any activity on the Naga Laut as the boat forges on into the night, the stern getting smaller and smaller. The muscles in my throat are like lead pipes as I watch it recede. I will the boat to turn but it keeps going. Leaving me behind.


‘Please…’


It comes out as a whisper. My stomach has begun to contract beneath my ribcage and I’m finding it hard to breathe.


I know. Inside, I know. This is where I die.


Still, I start counting.


I’m a qualified sailor and know the rules of Man Overboard. You practise it a hundred times when you get your skipper’s ticket. If someone falls overboard, you throw him a life-ring and start counting – One-thousand-and-one, one-thousand-and-two, one-thousand-and-three… – to measure the distance until the captain turns the boat around.


… one-thousand-and-fifteen, one-thousand-and-sixteen, one-thousand-and-seventeen…


Was there a chance? A hope? Could someone have seen me go over?


… one-thousand-and-twenty-three, one-thousand-and-twenty-four…


The boat begins to lose its shape in the blackness; the lights become increasingly dimmer, then they’re just a blur. I watch the boat go, a toy in the distance. It looks so vulnerable in the angry storm and yet it’s my retreating refuge.


I wait, stunned, desperately treading water. My outstretched arms pull great circles in the swirling foam as I fight to take breaths between the waves. My soaked T-shirt, constricted across my chest, feels like it’s trying to suffocate me.


I’m in the ocean, unwittingly abandoned.


‘I’m going to die out here,’ I say to no-one in particular.


‘Alone.’
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THE MENTAWAIS


It started with an email, a tantalising invitation to surf the world’s best waves in a magnificent tropical paradise. The idea was fuelled by blokey banter and talked up over time and more than the occasional beer.


Just cause was found – ‘What better way to celebrate a fiftieth birthday?’ – and taken up by Tony Singleton, who called on his circle of ten closest friends to sign up. The lure? A dream surf charter trip to the Mentawai Islands in Indonesia.


The ten men, all South Africans in their early fifties, had been mates since school. A couple had started out together as five-year-olds in Class One; others had known one another since primary school. But most had forged their friendships as tousled-haired teenagers in the corridors and on the sports fields of Durban’s Westville Boys’ High.


‘Boys,’ Tony wrote in the email, ‘the time has come. Kry daardie gevoel!’*


He explained that he’d made a tentative booking on the Naga Laut, the same boat that a few of them had used the previous year, and he outlined dates and costs.


‘This is fairly early season, but the trip is over full moon, so crowds should not be too bad and we will get waves. Guys, I know things are tight now but will be easing up, so let’s look ahead and get this going. You in?’


By that Sunday evening Niall Hegarty, Craig Killeen, Mark Ridgway, Mark Snowball, Jean-Marc Tostee, Benoit Maingard, Brett Archibald, Eddie Pickles and Tony himself had all confirmed. Weyne Mudde needed a little more time to convince his wife and children that time away with the boys was a fitting way to celebrate his fiftieth birthday.


They were to leave behind their boardroom meetings and business pressures, relationship niggles and cumbersome mortgages to escape on a trip that they would later christen the ‘Ten Green Bottles Tour’, referring to Bintangs, the thin, watery lager consumed in Indonesia.


Indonesian surf charters are expensive in anyone’s language and consequently are most often made up of the middle-aged and more well-to-do. They also frequently comprise disparate groups, people from different countries who don’t know one another. But this charter was different. It was to be a reunion of old friends, many of whom had been separated by time and geography for years. They came together again with one unifying desire: their love of riding the sea.


The ten had all surfed since childhood, but now with families and businesses to run surfing had become a more occasional pastime. For those who lived near the sea the opportunity to surf presented itself more often, but it still could never match the addiction of their youth. The days when the warm Indian Ocean off Durban’s east coast called them from their Westville Boys’ classrooms.


The sea was their playground.


It was 1970s South Africa, a time when surfing champion Shaun Tomson was at the peak of his international fame. Surfing was considered a ‘rebel’ sport with a mad, bad reputation with which many of the boys identified. It became a bond between them.


As fourteen-year-olds, Tony, Weyne, Ed and Mark ‘Ridgy’ Ridgway would hitchhike in baggies and T-shirts, boards under arm, down the hilly highway from their Westville North homes to the long sweeps of sand and cooling winds of Durban’s city beaches. They’d hook up with the others: the Tostee brothers, Craig, Benoit (known as ‘Banger’), Niall and Brett from Westville Central and South, and Mark Snowball (‘Snowman’) – from the suburb of Glenwood but ‘an honorary Westville bloke’ – to spend the whole day surfing.


It was a free life in the extreme.


On weekends they’d get up at 4.30am and hitch down to Durban’s pristine beaches and perfect rolling waves


For Niall Hegarty, a recent immigrant from England, surfing became a way to make friends. ‘There was no more beautiful sight than sitting on your board and watching the sun rise over the waves.’


JM, although a year below the others in school, was equal to them in the water. The Tostee boys were mad about the ocean; JM’s younger brother Pierre would go on to become a Springbok surf champion. Tony also surfed with his older brother and would go on surfing family holidays to Southbroom and the wilder Transkei coast.


Over the years, some of the men had gone in search of greater rides; international surf spots had beckoned. Indonesia had become a favourite with its dazzling beaches and unmatchable reef breaks. So when the opportunity for the ten of them to surf in the Mentawais arose, they all leapt at it.


The Ten Green Bottles Tour was set. At the last minute, Ed Pickles had to pull out due to a skin cancer scare, but the nickname stuck because he was there in spirit. And so, in April 2013, the nine men found themselves converging in Indonesia – from their respective cities around South Africa and from the other countries to which some had emigrated – to do what they loved most, in a place they all dreamed about. Across the Indian Ocean, in Australia, Perth waste manager Lyall Davieson began a remarkably similar process in January 2013. With a chain of phone calls that darted up and down the Western Australian coastline, he was determined to fulfil the wish of his best friend, Simon Carlin, who wanted to celebrate his fiftieth birthday on a surf charter in the Mentawais.
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Lyall had taken weeks to contact Simon’s inner circle, a group of nine men who had all been close friends since high school. Many of them had surfed together since they were boys, taking one another on in the waves off Perth’s Rottnest Island, up near their neighbourhood Trigg Point, or pitting themselves against the challenging waves at Margaret River.


Apart from Simon, Lyall had, in a flurry of emails, finally secured Colin Chenu, Dave Carbon, Pete Inglis, Jeff Vidler, Justin Vivian, Mark Swan and Gary Catlin. They were all seasoned surfers and many had been on Indonesian charters before, but this time they were looking for a slightly different experience – something a little less run-of-the-mill. They wanted to test their skills and strength in more remote surf spots and take on waves that were more formidable.


As the designated trip organiser, Lyall scoured the internet, trawling the irresistible Mentawai menu for a surf charter that was prepared to do the unconventional. For this they needed a charter captain who was different: someone who knew where to find those fiendish waves, who appreciated their attraction and who respected the danger involved. A man who understood that the hunt for the perfect wave never ends.


Leaving behind their personal and professional concerns, the nine Western Australians left at the end of the first week in April 2013 to fly via Bali to Padang. There they would meet up with one of the most skilled veteran skippers known in the area. A hard man and a good man, someone who was respected as a true man of the sea: Tony ‘Doris’ Eltherington, Australian expat captain of the Rajah Elang and one-time Gold Coast surfing legend.


Indonesia – Indo – is famed for its surf spots. But if Bali is considered the sport’s stronghold of money and tourism, the reefs and bays of the Mentawai Island Regency are its Holy Grail. This is an archipelago within an archipelago. Remote, exotic and, alluringly, a little dangerous, it’s a collection of around seventy islands in a great ocean expanse, the main ones with beautiful sibilant names such as Siberut, North and South Pagai and Sipura. They’re separated from the west coast of Sumatra by a perilous stretch of water, more than one hundred nautical miles wide, called the Mentawai Strait.


If you close your eyes and dream of a perfect island locale, a picture of the Mentawais might come to mind: shimmering, clear blue seas, powder-white beaches with nearby coral reefs and tropical palm forests, wild and undeveloped. However, their beauty has come at a price,


The islands sit on the angry Sunda megathrust, a zone of seismic activity that hosts regular earthquakes and their accompanying deadly tsunamis. The smaller quakes are frequent and come with death tolls, but it’s the big ones that hit the headlines, most notoriously in December 2004 when the Boxing Day tsunami, emanating from the northern limits of the Mentawais, resulted in one of recorded history’s worst natural disasters. The death toll was estimated at anywhere between 230,000 and 284,000, with half a million injured and entire villages wiped from the earth. More than half of those killed were Indonesian. Some Mentawai Islanders claim that entire villages were wiped out and that the death toll from the area was never fully realised.


The local people have, however, learnt to live with nature’s temper. It’s meeting the modern world face to face that has been harder to deal with.


Behind the palm trees are the real-life problems: poverty, poor housing, lack of infrastructure, malnutrition and massive health epidemics.


Modern progress has brought these changes – but really only since the early 1900s. Previously, the Islands’ contact with the outside world was, bizarrely, quite minimal.


Despite being part of the dynamic eastern trade routes since the 5th century, the Mentawai Islands remained largely isolated for hundreds of years, some claim because of their strong ocean currents, unpredictable winds and natural perimeter defence system: the razor-sharp coral reefs that surround many of the islands.


Today the indigenous Mentawai have mostly forsaken their umas, the traditional village houses where clans once lived beneath one roof. They’ve been resettled in poverty-stricken towns in artificial administrative districts where cholera and hepatitis are rife. And the shamans have cellphones.


Rickety motorcycles comprise the main mode of transport on land, while people get around from village to village on the water, on the rivers and across the bays, in perahu or dug-out canoes. Surprisingly, despite being water people, many don’t know how to swim.


Notwithstanding the challenges of modern living and the ever-present threat of nature’s wrath, the islands are blessed with a sublime natural gift: an unsurpassed sea. Ironically, it’s the seismic activity and unstable ocean beds that have over time caused the reefs to rise by several metres and they, in turn, produce every surfer’s yen: great thunderous barrels.


Along with Hawaii and Tahiti, the Mentawais have become a surfing Promised Land. The menacing reefs have sifted out the wannabees and it is the more experienced surfers who bring their sunblock and boards from all over the world to surf consistent swells that have been christened with unforgettable names like ‘Thunders’, ‘Macaronis’, ‘Bat Caves’, ‘Playgrounds’, ‘Hollow Trees’, ‘Bintangs’, ‘Scarecrows’, ‘Telescopes’, ‘E-Bay’, ‘Bank Vaults’ and the titillating ‘Nipussi’ or ‘Pussies’.


Surfing brings tourism – and money – to the islands.


But it has also brought its problems. The industry is still largely unregulated and certain spots can get crowded in surf season. Also, the islands, which were trumpeted as the new surfing Mecca when the sport was nascent in the early 1990s, are remote. There is no international airport to feed tourist traffic. The islands are far away from their provincial capital, Padang in West Sumatra, and the transport, medical and communication infrastructures are pretty much nonexistent. There is a ferry that makes the ten-hour steam over the Strait twice a week, but it doesn’t always run. And the only cellphone reception is in port.


The Mentawais are, quite simply, in the middle of nowhere.


The weather can also be moody and fickle.


Because of their isolation, the charter boats that operate throughout the islands from Padang are largely private entities and exist essentially in their own world. Some are entirely locally driven, but most are expat-owned operations, crewed by Indonesians and captained by men (and a few women) of all nationalities.


Guests come for an unforgettable, carefree adventure on a surf charter, but beneath the holiday fun is a very serious undercurrent. All of the charter captains, their surf guides and crew know that things can go wrong, and when they do it’s usually in a split second. A dragging anchor can leave a boat stranded on a reef and in an emergency, medical or otherwise, help is not simply a phone call away. So while they try to ensure their guests have a great experience that will encourage them to return, these are not malarkey operations.


Charter boats work within a code. They’re generally run according to strict rules and captains are aware of the lines that cannot be crossed. Guides quickly determine the level of their guests’ surfing ability and decide what waves they can or can’t handle. A breach of safety, they know, can harm the whole industry.


A lack of facilities has meant that they have to be resourceful in times of need. Skippers have become skilful surgeons, ready and able to sew up a surfer torn apart on a reef. Serious injuries do occur, however, and while Padang has two functional hospitals, most charter companies insist that guests have solid medical insurance that can cover the thousands of dollars it will take to medivac them to Singapore for first-class treatment.


In every other case, surf charter operations are forced to rely on one another. And in areas where the stakes are high, where earthquakes and tsunamis hit with unsettling frequency, captains have an implicit mandate: to be knowledgeable and accountable, but most importantly, cautious. A crew member is awake 24/7 – crews sleep in shifts – so that someone is always on watch, and if they’re not out at sea, they know all the safe anchorages. In the absence of a formal warning system, the captains have developed an intricate network of satellite phone, and increasingly Facebook, communication to keep track of one another, as well as to put out alerts.


The boats are also the first in line in the wake of disaster to rescue and deliver aid, working with organisations like Doctors Without Borders and charities like SurfAid.


Still, surfers argue that the Mentawais are all the more special because of the inseparable danger, their rough charm and pristine isolation. They’re well worth the arduous journey, it is said – the hours of flying, long stopovers, internal flights and then an overnight boat crossing.


They come for the sickle-shaped white-sand beaches, the seemingly unpopulated islands thick with vegetation and the odd ramshackle village hidden amongst the trees, the clear seas and, most of all, the big, clean breaks. They leave with surf scars, sun-stretched skin and endless photos and footage of their greatest rides ever.


The Mentawais are the endless summer of their dreams.


For the nine friends from Westville and the nine from Perth, however, this trip would be something else; the scene of something truly extraordinary. Each would face a colossal test of strength, endurance, gallantry, loyalty and heroism. Their journeys would cross, their lives intersect and the destinies of two men would meet over the course of two unforgettable days.


Two days that would prove to be a spectacular coincidence of fate.




WEDNESDAY, 17 APRIL 2013
THE NAGA LAUT
TUA PEJAT HARBOUR, NORTH SIPURA
8.12AM


Brett’s not on the boat.


The thought doesn’t hit Jean-Marc with sledgehammer force. It unfolds itself slowly, bringing a strange, spreading disquiet and the feeling of his insides being hollowed out. For a moment he thinks he might be sick. Still, he doesn’t say anything. He has to be sure.


From where he’s sitting, he can see down the passage that leads into the ‘dungeon’, the gloomy porthole-less cabin beneath the prow of the boat that he’s sharing with his friend of forty-two years, Brett Archibald. He knows that Brett isn’t down there.


JM pushes the surf magazine he’s been reading a few centimetres forward and quietly gets up from the galley table. Weyne and Craig, first-timers on a surf trip like this, are bent over the coffee machine trying to figure out how it works. Tony and the two Marks sit around the end of the table, stirring coffee and pouring cereal into their bowls.


Conversation is subdued after the rough overnight crossing.


JM unfurls his six-foot frame and walks through the boat’s dining area, ducking out onto the Naga Laut’s lower deck. He takes a deep breath to suppress a brewing sense of panic and looks up to the sky. It’s clogged with heavy bruise-like clouds. The wind, although weakened, still swirls in gusts about the boat.


He scans the jungle outline of the island about 150 metres away, but can barely make out its scruffy palm trees poking out of the thick vegetation. They look like giant upturned bottlebrushes through the thin veil of rain. In the dullness of the morning the island looks gloomy and inhospitable.


JM crosses his arms against the uncharacteristic cold.


Last night was no sumatra, the local name given to the flash storms that sweep through these tropics. This weather has set in. The strength of the night’s ill temper has eased somewhat, but the storm’s prolonged tail will take all day to run its course. Rain continues to fall and the boat is pitching beneath him, despite its protected anchorage in the small bay spread out before the few ramshackle buildings that make up the harbour of Tua Pejat.


It was an awful night, the crossing from Padang ferocious. The storm, the worst JM has seen on his many trips to Indonesia, savaged the boat and left four of the nine friends spending much of the night vomiting – a combination of seasickness, jet lag and suspected food poisoning. The Bintangs they’d had at a roadside bar in Padang probably hadn’t helped either.


It isn’t a promising start to their talked-up surf trip: their way of celebrating Weyne’s fiftieth and, hell, a bloody fine excuse to surf some of the planet’s most unbelievable breaks.


A few almost hadn’t made the trip. All successful businessmen, they’d had to convince their colleagues and their consciences that there would never be a better time to do something like this, something totally indulgent and personally thrilling. For ten days, all of them would be almost entirely uncontactable.


It’s around 8am, JM guesses. He’d packed for the trip in haste and had forgotten his wristwatch. He looks down at the pale tan mark on his left wrist and frowns.


It’s the absence of a single voice that unsettles him.


Brett, whom he’s known since they were Cubs, then Scouts, at school, is a conspicuous presence. On the boat. In a room. In life.


He’s a man known for his contagious enthusiasm for everything. Boundlessly energetic, Brett is a big personality. Loud, easy-going, good-natured, but with a reputation as a non-conformist and a risk-taker in both his personal and professional life. It’s won him adoration and enmity in equal measure.


In younger, wilder days, Brett was notable, even admired, for his high-spirited misbehaviour. His madcap adventures are legendary, even if he’s had a hand in making them so.


Brett’s talent as a raconteur is well known to his friends. His playfully embroidered storytelling, nicknaming everyone and everything, and frequently dipping into a vast library of jokes, means it’s impossible for him to go unnoticed for long.


This morning, no-one has heard the human hurricane that is ‘the Arch’.


The silence is unsettling.


Brett had been ill during the night, but even that, JM knew, would not keep him down for long.


JM wipes the raindrops from his face and tentatively climbs the stainless-steel ladder to the upper deck; its steps are slick under foot. As the rain comes down in a fine mist, he looks around the open area on top.


No sign of Brett.


He checks the starboard and port sides of the boat and walks through the swirling drizzle up to the front. Nothing.


‘He’s not up there. He must be in your cabin,’ Tony said when JM casually asked after their friend half an hour ago. Tony had gone up on deck as soon as he’d woken to prep his board for their first day’s surf.


Weyne had joined him up there. ‘Shit, what happened to paradise?’ Weyne had said on seeing the weather.


Tony Singleton, owner of a Durban-based awning company and the trip organiser, is a eight-time veteran of these Indonesian surf charters. ‘Things change very quickly here,’ he’d replied. ‘In fifteen minutes, things could swing around and we could have waves.’


That didn’t seem likely now.


The cabin, JM knows, is empty. He’d left it two hours ago and the bunk, though unmade, had not been slept in.


I must have missed him, JM thinks. Perhaps he went to the toilet and is back there now. Or maybe he moved to the spare bunk in one of the other cabins, and I’ve just forgotten which one it is.


The dungeon, with the anchor winch just above taking up valuable headspace, and with its proximity to the engine room’s diesel fumes, is the worst place to be on the boat if you’re seasick.


JM returns to the galley and makes his way back past the others, who, apart from Banger and Niall, are now all up and talking in hushed voices. Banger and Niall were also violently ill through the night.


JM turns on the dungeon’s lights. They crackle and buzz into action. The ceiling is so low a man can hardly stand upright, so JM crawls on his hands and knees to Brett’s bunk and again he lifts the crumpled duvet in case he’s missed his friend creeping back there at some point.


Empty.


He throws the pillow across the cabin.


Brett’s half-open bag, now the only hint of his presence, has not moved from the end of the bunk. JM noticed it earlier when, as the first one awake, he’d pulled on his boardshorts and a T-shirt in the dim light of his headlamp. His roommate, he presumed, had slept on deck.


The friends had bunked together on previous trips, and since they were both light sleepers Brett often chose to sleep under the stars, especially on hot nights. With Brett moving up and down being sick in the night, JM assumed he’d finally fallen asleep on one of the benches upstairs.


JM climbs the two or three steps to the other cabins and moves slowly backwards through the narrow passage, looking into the two smaller adjacent cabins – one where Weyne is bunking alone and the other where Tony is sharing with Snowman. They’re both empty.


He then moves back to glance in on Niall, alone in his cabin and still curled up facing the wall. Opposite, Banger is on the top bunk, the duvet over his head.


Perhaps he’s back in the loo, thinks JM. He checks the heads, one on each side of the passage. Both were very busy during the night.


Also empty.


This isn’t good. Dread is beginning to rise. There is nowhere else on the boat that Brett could be.


‘Hey, has anyone seen Brett this morning?’


It feels like a freight train is running through JM’s chest as he comes back through to the galley.


The eyes that meet his are expressionless.


‘He was radically sick last night,’ Ridgy remarks, ‘he must be sleeping.’


‘He’s not in our cabin.’ JM’s voice sounds like it’s been roughly cut.


‘He was on the top deck last night. Did you check upstairs?’


JM suddenly thinks of one last place. He walks briskly through the galley again and clambers up the ladder to the bridge. He hasn’t checked the crews’ bunks behind the skipper’s wheel. Perhaps Brett just bundled into the nearest refuge at some point. Ridgy follows him.


Yanto, the only English-speaking member of the Indonesian crew and the all-round fixer on the surf charter, is chuckling with the captain, an older man whom Brett had immediately christened ‘Skippy’ after they’d boarded. The crew has remained awake all night to coax the Naga Laut through the stormy 12-hour crossing.


Yanto watches curiously as the two men glance around the cabin, ducking their heads between the bunks. Hums and grunts are coming from the engine room beneath.


‘Yanto, have you seen Brett?’ JM’s question is urgent, even a little impatient, a signal of his growing apprehension. ‘The loud one with no hair?’


Since the guests had arrived only the day before, name identification isn’t reliable.


‘He was sick in the night on deck, Mr Jimmy,’ Yanto offers.


‘Yes, we know,’ Ridgy says, ‘but did he sleep here last night?’


‘No. He’s not in his cabin?’


‘No,’ says JM. ‘I’ve already searched everywhere and Brett is not on board.’


Yanto freezes. All the blood drains instantly from his face. His wide eyes reflect the power of that statement: Brett is not on board.


In an instant, all three men register its enormity. A man is overboard. Now obvious and incontrovertible, they all know it will have momentous consequences. In Indonesia, losing someone at sea means a mandatory jail sentence for a boat’s captain and his first mate.


Yanto, now shaking, starts a panicked discussion in Bahasa, the local language, with Skippy.


‘Okay, we’ve got a big problem.’ JM keeps his composure. ‘This is what we are going to do. Yanto, get your crew to the back of the boat. All of them. I will round up our guys and we’ll all search the boat again. Brett could have slipped in the storm, he could have fallen somewhere, hurt his ankle. We have to search the boat. Otherwise he’s overboard.’ He’s working hard to stay controlled.


Ridgy turns to make his way to the lower deck. He meets Tony at the ladder. ‘Listen, we think Brett’s off the boat.’


A chill runs up Tony’s spine. ‘What do you mean “off the boat”?’


‘We can’t find him.’


Tony looks up blankly as he assesses the impact of the words.


The change in mood runs through the boat like a powder fuse.


‘What? Where’s Brett?’ Banger, a tall burly man, leaps from his bunk.


Niall, too, quickly joins the others. ‘What’s going on? Brett’s gone?’


Still a little disorientated and detached, the men all look at one another, unable to believe what they’re hearing. Dismay, then disbelief settles upon all of them.


JM comes through the door. ‘Guys, I need you all at the back of the boat. Now, please.’


Someone laughs nervously. After all, this has the hallmark of one of Brett’s adolescent stunts.


‘No, seriously,’ JM says. ‘I’ve been looking for Brett. He should’ve been up and he’s nowhere to be found. I’ve checked and rechecked all the cabins. He’s not here.’


The relaxed air has been obliterated, and after a momentary stock-take of the situation at the back of the boat, everyone sets into action. The men move off in all directions to begin the search.


‘Count the surfboards,’ Craig Killeen suggests. ‘Perhaps he got up really early and paddled to the beach?’ Despite the rain the water is relatively flat.


Tony and Ridgy move to the stacked boards. They’re all there.


‘He could have got cold last night on deck and slept in one of the board bags?’ says Snowman. This is common practice on surf trips. The covers are duly pulled out from under the benches but again the men draw a blank.


Craig and Weyne head down to inspect the cabins yet again. ‘I swapped cabins with Brett and JM when we came aboard. He could have been disorientated and gone to the wrong cabin,’ says Weyne. He sounds bewildered.


‘I’ve checked them all,’ JM insists.


‘Maybe he went down to the engine room, it’s warm there,’ Banger offers. But Yanto’s ashen face as he walks up from the bowels of the mono-hull dispels that hope.


Dazed, the men move around the boat. A sense of unreality hangs like a thick fog. These circumstances, each man knows, are far from normal.


‘How ridiculous,’ Craig mutters to himself as he looks in the galley’s kitchen cupboards.


‘I know, how bloody stupid! He’s not going to be in here.’ Weyne closes a drawer.


Shock, confusion and disorientation at searching an unfamiliar, three-storey boat seeps like fast-rising damp through the group. It surely couldn’t have been Brett’s carelessness that caused him to go overboard. He has his skipper’s licence and is an experienced seaman.


‘He could have had a heart attack and hit his head as he fell over and went into the water unconscious.’ Niall’s speculation ratchets up new concerns.


‘I’ll check the railings for blood.’ JM climbs up the ladder to the upper deck. ‘Or damage to the rails.’


‘I’ll check the tender. Jesus, if that hit him in the water…’ Ridgy doesn’t want to complete the sentence. The tender had been let out about twenty metres behind the Naga Laut before the crossing, to prevent it from being smashed against the boat during the storm.


‘I reckon he was vomiting so badly over the side that he became exhausted, and with the rocking and rolling of the boat he must’ve lost his footing. The deck is as slippery as hell up there.’ Banger climbs the ladder after JM.


After fifteen minutes the eight friends regroup at the stern of the boat and for a few moments stare at one another in silence.


The terrible truth descends. It feels like a bubble bursting.


‘What the fuck! What now?’ Tony whispers.


‘We have to go back for him.’ Ridgy utters what they all know in their hearts. ‘We have to find him.’


It’s a major undertaking – they all know that intuitively – but no-one questions that it has to be done.


By contrast, the Indonesian crew, scrambling up and down the decks, are frantic. Yanto is speaking quickly and hysterically with the captain, the engineer and deckhands.


‘Calm down, Yanto,’ says Ridgy, taking him by the shoulders. ‘We have to stay calm.’


‘They’re going to put captain and me in jail, Mr Jimmy. Fifteen years. I have wife. Little girl of three.’ He’s in great distress. ‘Captain go now to harbour master to report that Mr Brett is overboard.’


‘You can’t go now!’ shouts JM. ‘We have to go back out there as quickly as we can.’


Yanto interprets this to the captain, who is shouting back. The communication is confused and haphazard, but his fear is palpable. The captain’s resistance needs no translation.


‘People don’t come back from the sea, Mr Jimmy,’ says Yanto shaking his head, tears welling in his eyes.


This infuriates JM.


‘Listen, Yanto, we’ve booked and paid for this boat for ten days. If it takes all ten days we’re going to go back out there and find him!’


‘We have to report it in Tua Pejat!’ Yanto almost shrieks.


‘Okay, slow down. We must follow the rules.’ Ridgy, a credit consultant whose company runs e-toll roads in South Africa, is also a trained pilot and, like some of the others on the Naga Laut, was an officer during his national service days in the South African Defence Force. He’s a decisive man. ‘What’s the protocol? What’s the course of action?’


Yanto and the crew appear overwhelmed, out of their depth. The South Africans realise that they’ll have to gently assume control.


‘Okay,’ JM says to the young man. ‘If we can’t start a search mission until it’s reported, the captain must hit the tinny and get to the Port Authority on the island. We’ll ready the boat and turn it around.’


Orders dispatched, JM starts moving inside, but then he turns back to Yanto.


‘We’ll find him,’ he says firmly. It seems to mollify Yanto temporarily. ‘I promise you, we will find him. He’s swimming out there. He’s swimming.’




SIX HOURS EARLIER
2.30AM TO 3.30AM
FIRST HOUR IN THE WATER


You should be feeling fear, Brett. Panic.


I’m confused. I don’t feel anything.


Am I in shock? Emotionally cauterised?


And then like the flick of a switch: logic.


I quickly calculate that it’s close to 2.30am. I saw the time glaring up in green from the captain’s GPS screen shortly before I fell overboard. I know almost exactly where we are in the Strait.


Methodically, I replay the evening’s events in my head.


Weyne and I had been the last to go to bed, just before midnight. We’d stayed on deck, drinking a short whisky and catching up on the thirty-five or so years since we’d last seen each other, until the rain and wind had become unbearable.


I awoke abruptly to the pounding of the boat as it crashed into massive swells, the prow rising and falling into cavernous troughs of water. Checking my Blackberry for the time – 1.30am – I saw to my dismay that a BBM to Anita, my wife, hadn’t gone through. I had promised her I would let her know when we were leaving Padang and in the excitement of setting sail it had slipped my mind.


JM, my cabin mate, was also awake, and we laughed about the rough seas and what a baptism of fire this crossing would be for the three first-timers aboard, Craig, Niall and Weyne. Needing the bathroom, I headed up the small wooden ladder from the depths of the forecabin to find a commotion amidships. Ridgy was busy prying open the door of the first cabin with a screwdriver, and the sight beyond was not a pretty one. Banger, all 6 foot 4 inches and 110 kilos, was green to the gills and emptying his toiletry bag onto the floor from the top bunk, whereupon he promptly vomited into the opened bag. On the bunk below Craig looked up horrified.


On witnessing the scene, I figured to make it to the bathroom before Banger did, so I staggered off down the passage towards the heads. As I started to pee I too was overcome with nausea. Suddenly gripped by crippling stomach cramps, it occurred to me as I ripped down my trousers what the offending dish was: the calzone pizza we’d all looked at so quizzically over dinner, with its encrusted topping of dodgy mince meat.


It was horrific. For what seemed like a lifetime I vomited copiously into the basin in front of me as my bowels emptied behind, my body crackling with sweat. I had never been so violently ill in my life.


Finally, when the worst was past, I hosed down my entire body with the small hose attached to the toilet and made my way out. I glanced at the large clock in the galley, the buckled arms reflecting 2.15am. Needing fresh air, I turned towards the stern of the boat and stumbled out in to the glaring lights of the Naga Laut’s aft deck, where I found Banger lying prone on the fibreglass deck, plastic bowl in hand and retching like a dying man.


Diesel fumes from the engine consumed us from below in overpowering waves, constricting my stomach and filling my mouth with saliva. I felt so nauseous, I could hardly breathe.


‘Banger!’ I managed to croak. ‘We’ve got to move to the upper deck to get more air.’


It was raining steadily. The boat surged headlong into great swells, pitching hard left and right.


Banger made his way up the ladder first, and as I followed I noticed Baz had nodded off in his chair at the boat’s edge.


How could anyone sleep in this storm?


‘Hey, Baz!’ I shouted in as jovial a tone as I could muster given my tender state. ‘You must wake up! You’re on night duty, bud!’


Up top, I found a place on one of the benches and sat head in hands while Banger lay opposite, on the other side of the table, vomiting intermittently into his bowl.


‘Jetman,’ he eventually croaked, using his nickname for me, ‘please ask the skipper how long we’ve got to go. I can’t carry on like this. If it’s much longer I’d rather jump overboard and swim.’


I rose, unsteady on my feet, and made my way to the captain’s cabin just in front of the two benches.


‘Skippy,’ I shouted over the storm, ‘how long have we got to go?’


‘Mr Brett, big storm.’ It was Yanto, the first mate. ‘It’s still a long time. Maybe we get there 9.30am.’


In good weather we would have arrived at the islands three hours earlier. Could the storm really have put us this far behind schedule?


I squinted down at the little GPS screen, which showed our progress.


‘This how far we got to go,’ Yanto translated as Skippy pointed out the distance we still needed to cover.


I noticed that the digital clock read 2.21am, and was shocked to realise I had been in the head for nearly forty-five minutes being ill. No wonder I was feeling so fragile.


‘We’ve still got another seven hours of this, my bud,’ I told Banger as I stumbled back out to the table. He promptly vomited again into the bowl.


Below decks, I had been wearing a pair of floral cargo shorts, but out in the storm I was getting cold. I grabbed one of my T-shirts, a grey cotton crewneck, out of one of the little deck lockers and pulled it over my head, one arm at a time in order to steady myself against the pitching and yawing of the boat


‘We’re dehydrating. We should drink something,’ I said to Banger. ‘Want a Coke?’


He responded to my suggestion with more retching.


I stumbled to the little bar fridge, fully stocked for our post-surf chill sessions. It didn’t close properly and needed an enormous stretch band to seal it shut. Back on the bench, I cracked open a small tin of Coca-Cola and drank it down in one gulp – but I could instantly feel it, sugary and effervescent, ready to come back up.


I stood up and moved quickly to the side of the boat. Rain seemed to be coming sideways from my right, as well as straight up off the sea and into my face as the boat careened from side to side. With my left hand I held on to the vertical railing that supported the deck’s canvas roofing; with my right I clung to the short deck railing that ran around the boat.


I vaguely noted the life ring within easy reach, not even twenty centimetres from my right hand.


Why hadn’t I just put my hand through the strap and secured it to my arm?


I took a deep breath.


This really isn’t good, I thought. We are in a really dangerous situation here and the boat is struggling to maintain course in ferocious conditions. Flashbacks from the movie The Perfect Storm raced through my mind.


‘How are you boys doing?’ I could only just hear Ridgy’s voice over the wind and pelting rain. He’d popped up his torso from the deck below.


‘I’m not well, boss,’ I said. ‘Never felt so sick in my life.’


He told us the others were also being sick downstairs. ‘It’s carnage!’ he bellowed. ‘I’ll come back and check on you guys later.’


As he climbed down the ladder, I felt the surge of Coke and bile come rocketing up my throat and I spewed it out over the side, only for the wind to splatter it back in my face. I’d barely wiped my mouth when the second projectile came heaving up through my diaphragm.


It’s like a fire hydrant – a distant thought.


My head was pounding, my insides caving in; my stomach was a corkscrew of pain. I vomited a third time. I felt dizzy looking down at the white water churning six metres beneath me – then the explosion in my skull, as if an electric current had run up from the base of my spine into my head.


If I vomit like that again, I’m going to pass out.


That’s what happened, I think to myself now, struggling to stay afloat as the ocean pummels me from all sides. I must have blacked out – exhausted, dehydrated, even a little delirious – and hit the water.


And no-one saw it happen.


Darkness deepens, an enveloping black pit. The boat has disappeared and left me to be swallowed by this overpowering mass. Despite the blackness, I can still make out the white foam churning around me. Salt water streams from my mouth, nostrils and eyes, and I retch again into the inky waves.


I feel a sudden surge against my sphincter and I undo my belt. I drop my shorts and seconds later feel the warm liquid swirl behind me as I relieve myself.


How bizarre, I think to myself, that you’re worried about crapping in your pants and want to make sure they’re not stained! That your A-type personality and need for perfection is overriding even in these circumstances.


Suddenly, I hear the sound of a hyena barking into the African sky. I realise the sound is emanating from my own throat: I’m laughing uncontrollably, hysterically, at the hopeless absurdity of my situation.


I’m alone in the ocean.


‘I’m going to die out here,’ I say again to no-one in particular.


Yet I feel no fear, only an overwhelming sadness that I’m never going to see my beautiful wife and children again.




3.30AM TO 4.30AM
SECOND HOUR IN THE WATER


Night covers me, but the darkness is not impenetrable. Ambient light comes from an almost-full moon hidden behind heavy storm clouds. I can still make out the ghostly white crests of the waves as they continue to buffet my body and break like hooded cobras over my head.


Sea foam bubbles and fizzes around me. My pharynx feels grated raw from the salt water. I can see the outlines of my arms outstretched in the water, moving at right angles to my body in an aquatic crucifixion.


So this is how you’re going to die?


It’s more a statement to myself than a question.


Here in the middle of the ocean.


I never thought it would happen like this – which poses the next thought.


Well, how did you think you’d die?


I’ve done crazy things in my life – skydived, paraglided, leapt from rooftops – and I’ve often speculated that something dangerous and dramatic might keep me from old age. That my reckless ways might see to my demise. But I never imagined I’d die by flopping overboard in the middle of the Mentawai Strait.


Oddly, I don’t feel fear at the certainty of my death – only resignation. There is no chance of surviving this, I find myself thinking. Why bother being afraid?


I take a moment to try to identify my emotions. Again, I find it strange that I don’t feel panic, just a profound sadness. A sense of emptiness, hard to define. This is where I’m going to spend my last hours. This is where I’ll be for the rest of my life: in the sea, trying to stay afloat until I can do it no more.


The rain has let up a little, falling now in flurries. The wind remains relentless, however, blowing in swirling gusts, whistling sharply, then whispering, from what seems like every point on the compass. It makes even the gentler drizzle hiss.


I slowly turn in a circle, treading water, to take in what I can. Waves rise up like mountain ranges and I’m being pushed from peaks down into deep troughs. Since I’m set so low in the water, I can’t see beyond the height of the waves, but I can feel the ocean’s expanse. I feel its press against my body, pushing the air from my lungs. But the water is warm, like a tepid bath.


This surprises me.


I look up to the sky. It’s thick with cloud and above me the storm produces a spectacle: lightning in the distance lights up the horizon like a disco strobe.


Without warning, great rollers come from the gloom to dump me. I swallow what feels like a gallon of salt water and I cough and retch and spew it all out again. I have to concentrate to lift my chin above the water line.


I perform a quick check, patting down my T-shirt and cargo shorts under the water to make sure I’m still intact. I feel for my pulse in my left wrist. It’s easy to locate because it’s racing at machine-gun speed.


‘This is bad, Brett.’ I decide to talk out loud. ‘Pure adrenaline is coursing through your body and when it stops, you’re going to sink to the bottom.’


I imagine the cavernous depths beneath me; the dreadful secrets they hold. The ocean, while I’ve loved it since I was a child, is still unknown. Unknowable. It’s alive with creatures that I might well encounter soon.


I’ve never felt this vulnerable before. Ever.


I’m taking in too much water. It has caused me to vomit as vehemently as I did off the side of the boat; wracking, stomach-heaving retches. What an unglamorous way to die, I think. People drown in their own vomit, but not like this!


My stomach lets go again – the detestable pizza still doing its wicked work. Once more I undo my belt and the top button of my shorts, dropping them mid-thigh before defecating in the water. I wash myself, pull up my pants and re-buckle my belt.


The ludicrousness of this act suddenly strikes me.


Who’s going to care what your bum looks like when they find your body?


I vomit again.


I know that I have to focus, that I must think only practical thoughts. I pull myself to the present. I’m gasping so I decide to concentrate on my breathing. I try to keep watch for the big, thudding waves that come at me, scoop me up in great swells and drop me in their fall.


As a surfer, I’ve learnt to read the geometry of a wave. When a monster reaches me I now try to take a deep breath and swim through it.
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