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I have been bodyboarding for eighteen years

and for me Surfing Goliath is a true

representation of what it is like to be a

bodyboarder. Bodyboarding is about the

camaraderie and community between friends;

the sense of being at one with nature;

having a passion and a way to realise one’s

goals despite the obstacles and everything

being stacked up against the odds.

Goliath captures all of these values.

Ben Player,
2005 World Bodyboarding Champion
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Prologue


A shadow moved in the depths of the steely grey waters. It slipped through the dark metallic sea in the icy cold currents that swept towards the coast every Easter. The bronze whaler shark was big and tough and four metres long, with the power of a locomotive and eyes full of menace. An underwater dancer with a razor-toothed smile, it glided through the water as though it were being drawn to the coast. Goliath was returning home.

At the same time, somewhere out at sea, hundreds of kilometres away, wind drove across the water forming waves that travelled slow and  steady, becoming heavier with each kilometre travelled, moving relentlessly towards a shore where soon, they would eventually touch bottom, rear their head and send tonnes of water in giant waves rolling towards the coast.

Every three years this mammoth surf appeared. It was the stuff of legend amongst bodyboarders in the area — particularly those who lived at Brown’s Beach. Locals called the waves, some bigger than four metres high, Goliath.

But only a few knew about the monster shark’s visits that seemed to coincide with the waves and even fewer talked about it. There were times when Seal and his mates might have overheard something, a whisper here or there, but they didn’t know anything for certain. Which might have been just as well.



[image: Image]


Seal felt the suck of the wave before it rose steeply and curled into a barrel, green and blue, early morning sun catching the foam and crash of silver water. It was a right break, which was normal for Bessie’s Beach where Seal and the other bodyboarders came for a regular surf. The waves were reliable and depending on the tides and an offshore breeze, a good day could give you one to one-and-a-half metre waves. On an excellent day there were two metre waves. Then again, there were other days that were calm, or choppy, or where the sea swirled with belts of shiny green kelp.

Today the waves were about one and a half metres and Seal was on the slide, right hand up front, elbow tucked in, left hand gripping the rail and leaning into the wall of water that propelled him across the face. Seal looked up just as the tunnel was about to collapse on him. Then he ripped right out of there in a roar of wind and speed to take your breath away, completing the spectacle with a semi-back flip and a big air.

Nuts and Crab heard Seal’s whoops of joy from the beach where they watched Seal’s best ride of the day from their favourite viewing deck, Bessie’s Rock. Nobody knew exactly who Bessie had been, whether she was somebody’s grandmother, or maybe the name of a boat that came to grief off the coast that took the dark blue waters rolling up from Bass Strait.

Next it was Dolphin’s turn, hitting the bottom of the wave and swooping back up to the lip, finishing with a beautiful twist that sent her airborne over the back. Another round of applause from the bodyboarders scattered along the beach.

There was another group of surfers on the beach. A small knot of older teenage board riders who preferred the surfboard to the bodyboard — what the board riders often insultingly referred to as a ‘mattress’ or ‘shark biscuit’. Generally the rivalry was in good spirits with plenty of banter — ‘Get that plank out of m’way!’ and ‘Where’d you get the esky lid?’ — but one of the board riders, Mark Prince, never let up having a go at the younger bodyboarders, which was pretty pathetic considering Prince was four years older.

Seal and Co. would catch a wave and before you knew it, Mark Prince would drop in and stuff up their ride. ‘Eat my fins,’ he’d yell at the last minute. Many times they’d collided with him, which usually resulted in a few bruises, cuts and scratches to the bodyboard riders — plus a few words their mothers wouldn’t want to hear. A couple of times, however, Seal and his mates had come dangerously close to being knocked out or decapitated.

No doubt about it, Mark Prince, or ‘Prince’ as Seal and the others called him, was a real low-life. The strange thing was that he actually thought he was better than most other people. Why he thought this was anybody’s guess.

His girlfriend wasn’t much better. Her name was Clarissa, but ever since Dolphin christened her ‘Princess Barbie’, that’s what the kids of the town called her. Yep, she was the kind of girl who couldn’t go down to the local supermarket without her blonde hair being perfect, her nails done and the latest outfit from the city adorning her Barbie-like body. Everybody had seen her parading on the beach, but nobody had ever seen her so much as dip her toe in the water. She was so up herself she never seemed to be aware of the ridicule that came her way — ‘Hey Barbie, better stay out of the sun, you might melt.’

Of course, Prince and his inner circle only saw Princess Barbie as the epitome of gorgeous young womanhood. Prince’s mates were drop kicks with a few redeeming graces and there wasn’t much difference between Prince and a blood-sucking leech.

Prince stared at Seal as he emerged from the water and wandered over to his mates.

‘Hey Seal!’ Prince shouted. ‘You guys better play it safe and stay at Bessie’s.’

‘Why’s that, Prince?’ asked Seal.

‘Goliath will be here in a few weeks. Out at Shipwreck Bluff. And I bet none of you will have the guts to go for a serious wave.’

Seal and his friends ignored Prince’s taunts. All the surfers on this stretch of coast had heard of the monster set of waves called Goliath, which for some reason arrived every three years and were at their most powerful when they rolled in at Shipwreck Bluff. Some had seen them before, some older surfers had tried to ride them, but only a few had done it successfully.

Seal’s dad, Joe, had managed one ride on the back of Goliath, but suffered for his success. Right at the end, an unexpected whoomp and heave from another wave tossed Joe on to the shelf of rocks and smashed up his left leg. That was about fifteen years ago and although the bones had healed, Seal’s dad walked with a slight limp. Joe was the town’s mechanic and kids still occasionally dropped by the workshop to ask him about the day he rode Goliath.

So of course Seal and his mates knew all about Goliath and talked about it sometimes as they rode their bikes back from the beach. They discussed the size and the height and whether they were old enough and experienced enough to try and ride it this time. But they never spoke about the slightly sick feeling of fear that lay in the pit of their stomachs. Maybe they didn’t want to look like wusses in front of each other, or maybe they suspected that if they thought about it too much, the fear would grow like a poisonous mushroom and take over.
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‘I think I’m gonna go for it this year,’ said Nuts as they freewheeled down the hill and over the creek, coming back from the beach. None of the others replied.

‘I reckon I can do it.’

Silence from the others — except for the whirring rubber on the road.

‘I’m not saying you guys have to do it,’ Nuts yelled. ‘But I wouldn’t mind some company.’

Finally, Seal said, ‘Bet you don’t tell your mum.’

‘Of course not,’ laughed Nuts. ‘You think I’m nuts?’

‘Nuts by name and nuts by nature,’ said Crab.

They all laughed as they got off their bikes and walked up the hill. It was a favourite joke none of them seemed to tire of.

Nuts used to be called Peanuts because he was allergic to them. But this pretty quickly became Nuts because of his daring rides on waves. He was always the first to try something and encouraged the other kids to have a go. But you had to watch him because they were all certain that he often did dangerous things without thinking too much about it.

Like the day he decided to get a ride out the back on his bodyboard on a really tough-looking rip. He thought he’d only be swept out a hundred metres and then he’d catch a ride in. But the rip took him out about three hundred metres where he was picked up by some touros enjoying a day’s fishing.

‘Look what I just caught, fellas.’

‘Yeah look at it — bloody ugly lookin’ fish.’

There was no doubt about it. Nuts was a bit crazy.
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Crab was named Nelson by his parents, but by about fifth grade Crab was the name he went by. There were a few reasons why Crab was called Crab. His arms and legs were long and gangly, and on land he was a touch gawky. But when he was in the water he was at home, using those lanky arms and legs like outboard motors. If Crab wanted a wave, he usually got it.

Crab didn’t look like a surfer however. He had red hair, his skin was white and freckled, and if he didn’t cover his whole body in a tonne of sun block and zinc he looked like a boiled crab.

Another thing about Crab was that he read a lot and kept a notebook which none of them were allowed to read. Dolphin picked it up one day just to hand it to him and he went berserk. He reckoned he was going to write a novel and would try out some of his ideas on his friends — if they let him. He knew words that their English teacher didn’t know and he had a phrase and a list of words for everything — which was useful when it came to thinking up insults for Prince and Co. ‘I’m not sure whether Prince is a moron, an imbecile, an idiot, a fool, or just a plain old dipstick.’
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