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ONE
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On the eleventh day of the rest of his life, John Harcourt lazed in bed and watched the ceiling fan as it turned slowly in the cloying January heat. It thwacked, thwacked away, carving through the early morning air that hung in the bedroom that was already saturated with eastern sky sunlight.


His wife, Tess, a publisher, was already up and off, returning to her office after the Christmas break. Their daughter, Kirsten, multimedia star on the rise, magazine editor and TV and radio commentator on all matters pertaining to bright young things – and who didn’t live at the beachside family home anyway – was no doubt also back at her desk in the city. And then there was their son, Jack, in London with his rock band, the Solar Sons, coming to terms with the cold and grey of the English winter while attempting to build a profile before the release of their debut album over there. Well, good for them, Harcourt thought, and I’m lying here staring at the bedroom ceiling.


Eleven days earlier, December twenty-fourth, Christmas Eve, he had left his job. No, he hadn’t resigned or been fired – he had been made redundant, which was a nicer way of saying ‘we don’t want you around anymore so piss off.’ He’d been a newspaper columnist and feature writer for fifteen years and before that an ‘on the street’ reporter for another fifteen or so. His culling had been inevitable. The newspaper game was dying. Too many bodies, too few sales, advertisers fleeing elsewhere. The internet, blogs, never-ending digital news cycles and all sorts of social network gibber now consumed attention spans. Everything you never needed to know about everything you never wanted to know was available right here right now.


In this latest round of redundancies, packages had been offered to a number of others, all fifty-five, Harcourt’s age, or more. That was the crucial number, apparently – no doubt plucked out of the ether by some bean counter in Human Resources, better known as the Department for Unemploying People. Of late, the management big boys were seldom happy, although money could always be found to look after their own, including those who did the sacking.


Harcourt hadn’t particularly wanted to go, but if the penny pinchers didn’t lop his head this time, they’d get him down the track – ‘Thanks for thirty-something years of your life, Mr Harcourt.’ Still, the payout had been reasonable, at least compared to the poor schmucks in ad sales and the like whose livelihoods had dried up months before.


One of his best friends on the paper, Gordy Stone, a middling editor of undetermined responsibilities, had also been offered a redundancy but had decided to stay and tough it out. Gordy, aged fifty-seven, twice divorced with three kids still in private schooling, as well as a serious drinking habit to support, was in desperate need of a steady income.


Harcourt had exited the newspaper’s sliding glass doors with nothing more than a large cardboard box containing years of reminders, some worthwhile, most forgettable, a lot of stolen stationary and a couple of bottles of decent red wine he’d nicked from the office of the loathsome deputy managing editor, Tab Markinson, when the little shit, known to one and all as ‘Toxic Tab,’ was off somewhere, no doubt ingratiating himself with senior management. Yeah, Harcourt had managed to get away free and fairly easy, his pride more or less intact.


So he lazed, gazing dully out of the bedroom window at the back garden littered with the detritus of the night before. Flies buzzed about the barbecue, which was slick with congealed fat from what had been overcooked steaks and gourmet sausages. The ever-present miner birds had given up on a cat or whatever had held their squawking attention over a back fence and were now squabbling over pieces of discarded meat and chewed bone. A group of diligent pigeons worked their way through stray bread crusts and the remains of a spilled bowl of potato chips and greasy dip.


It had been a lively night and hence Harcourt’s sluggish disposition. Gordy Stone had been there with his latest live-in, a bottled blonde named Sandy, who did something or other in fashion PR and who thought she was still thirty. Tom Burkowski and his wife, Margie, had also attended. Burkowski was a sports columnist and Harcourt’s other close friend on the paper. Bent-eared and broken-nosed from his long-gone days as a star rugby league second-rower, Burk, as he was known to one and all, had made the surprising transition from scrum to press box, surprising because he could write with a lyrical quality all but missing in Australian sports reporting and even more surprising because in his playing days he’d been a forward, supposedly the brutal game’s bash and barge foot soldiers, hardly noted for their intellect. Now in his early fifties, Burk would be among the last to face redundancy as he maintained a remarkable ability to break the big sports stories, from football drug busts and racehorse dopings to the true confessions of those sportspeople who regularly ran off the rails in any of a dozen spectacularly awful ways. As anyone who had been around newspapers long enough knew, the most valuable member of the staff was the one guaranteed to tip winners at Randwick on Saturday, not the self-important Canberra correspondent who pontificated about the likely outcome of next year’s election.


Working in book publishing, Tess, had an empathy with her husband’s newspaper friends. She was deputy publisher at the Australian headquarters of a New York based multinational, and had so far thrived in the upheaval that had now cast her husband aside. E-books, digital readers and other immediate ways of getting words before customers were where it was focused and Tess McCormack – she preferred her maiden name – was up for this challenge, even as old-fashioned paper books, unlike newspapers, were doing a good job holding the line in sales.


Tall and long-legged with a mane of dark hair that had a habit of falling across one of her hazel eyes as she worked at her invariably cluttered desk, Tess, now fifty-two, had made her name more than twenty years before as a passionate editor, nurturing young writers in what had then been Australian publishing’s self-absorbed little world. Now it was like everywhere else, with the bottom line ruling, particularly in what was still treated as a far-flung outpost of the empire where print runs were comparatively modest and every dollar had to be accounted for, if not recouped and then some. Newspapers and books might have been heading in different directions, but they had a lot in common.


Harcourt contemplated the time-honoured Australian way of shutting down for the month from Christmas to the Australia Day holiday at the end of January. Even the most publicity-addicted politician understands this ritual as summer turns up the heat and turns off the national attention span while everyone goes to the beach, watches cricket on television, or the unfortunate fight drought-fuelled bushfires or cyclone-induced floods.


Tess, however, had other priorities. Writers’ Week, part of the Adelaide Festival of the Arts, was on in March. There were always enough of the famous and not-so-famous who wanted to flee the cold of New York or European winter for the blindingly blue skies and potentially blast furnace heat of a South Australian summer that refused to end and these fly-ins could be just as demanding as any rock star or supermodel when it came to having their needs met.


Therefore, she had driven off to tend to such things in her company-leased Mini, the kind of car this publishing company at least still gave to a female executive they valued – chic and zippy while still sensible enough to fit the book world demeanour in these cash-strapped times. Tess didn’t give a hoot about cars as long as they ran in a straight line and had a convenient cup holder for the endless skinny coffees she consumed. As Harcourt had still half dosed under the sheets, she’d called out that she would phone later. Then the front door slammed, the Mini revved up and she was gone.


Harcourt hadn’t even heard her go as he lay there. He’d stayed up late after the barbecue, knowing he had nothing in particular to do in the morning. Slouching on the living room couch, beer in hand, while Tess prepared for bed and an early start, he’d flicked through the TV channels and happened across a nineties movie, Heavy Water Falling, starring the Australian actor Mike Vargas, who was about the biggest local box office star to light up Hollywood since the wild days of Errol Flynn and just as headline catching for all sorts of bad boy indiscretions. The surfing drama equivalent to the movie La La Land’s idea of jazz was a total cheese-fest, packed as it was with hunky-looking guys in board shorts and hot babes wearing high cut bikinis, while the fake tan bottle deserved a mention in the credits. Still, it had made many millions, peddling some sort of idealised big wave fantasy to the plains-dwellers of Middle America which, of course, was the whole point of the exercise.


Tess, wandering by on her way to bed, had been suitably scornful. ‘Oh, my god, would you look at that! Heroic men with airhead women throwing themselves at them. Is it true all you surfer boys are really so lucky?’


‘Err, no,’ said Harcourt. ‘Not this one anyway.’ He knew she was just winding him up in her playful way. ‘But I’ll go for a surf in the morning and try to do something valiant – wrestle a great white shark or save a super model from drowning. I mean, what else have I got to do with my life at the moment?’


‘Poor boy.’ She’d kissed him goodnight. ‘That would be excellent. Get you out of the house for an hour or two.’


Hmm, not so nice. Talk about damning with faint praise.


As he’d slouched there taking in the crashing waves and Vargas rolling about on the wet sand with his all-but-naked love interest, Harcourt thought back a few years to when he’d gone to Vanuatu to interview the man himself and spent a couple of days on the set of a war movie he was starring in. He’d come across as an agreeable enough guy, super confident and still full of Aussie male bluster, but, hey, he was a star, a big, bankable Hollywood star. It had rained for most of the time Harcourt had been up there and so there was lots of downtime. Like Harcourt, Vargas was a surfer, even if getting on in years, having grown up on Sydney’s beaches, and they’d spent much of the time talking about waves, beaches and boards.


Wherever they’d gone, they were shadowed by this massive black guy – what was his name? – Dexter something, an ex-Navy Seal, who was Vargas’s go-to man for anything and everything. Discreet and ever-watchful, Dexter had seemed to be much more than simply hired muscle as he worked an ever-present satellite phone, talking to all sorts of people about all sorts of logistical stuff, travel, contracts, personnel and the like. The couple of mornings Harcourt was there, and despite the rain, Dexter would have Vargas outside at the crack of dawn, putting him through a round of excruciating exercises that would stop a man thirty years his junior. To his credit, Vargas pushed through it all, dragging himself back inside looking like a half-drowned rat, an ageing drowned rat. It had been an eye-opener of a trip.


Ah, those had been the days, he thought, when print ruled. Now he faced nights watching really bad TV and mornings slumped in bed looking for a reason to get up.
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After finally making the bed, Harcourt washed his bleary-eyed face, brushed his teeth, pulled on a rumpled pair of shorts, tee-shirt and well-worn sneakers and headed down the corner to the beach. Into the afternoon, a sea breeze might kick in and bring some relief from the heat, at least here along the coastal fringe. If it didn’t, the day would regress into yet another stinker. The beachfront was an often walked two blocks away down a street littered with the sorry detritus of a Christmas already forgotten – busted bits of tinselled trees and torn Santa wrappings, garbage bins tipped over by drunken backpackers while those that were still upright overflowed with beer and wine bottles from that other celebratory moment, New Year’s Eve. Every so often there would be a dried glob of vomit or a broken bottle, its shattered shards reflecting the sun that now climbed resolutely into the sky – ah, the joys of the ‘Festive Season’.


Harcourt quite liked Christmas Day, even its faux rituals of happy family get-togethers, but being a man who’d seen a bit of life he had now grown weary of New Year’s Eve. Just how many fireworks displays exploding over Sydney Harbour could one watch, each bigger, noisier, costlier and smokier than the last? How many times could you be assured by some stupidly grinning television talking head that this year would be better than the last, which was supposed to have been better than the one before? For him, now jarringly unemployed and into the eleventh day of coming to terms with his new reality, New Year’s salutations rang about as true as Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.


Ambling along, still fuzzy headed and stiff limbed, Harcourt started humming the tune to Kris Kristofferson’s ‘Sunday Mornin’ Comin’ Down’ where the hung-over guy wakes up from a Saturday night of carousing and guitar picking to walk the streets where he is greeted by the hushed morning after. Three chords and the truth, as the cliché went about such country songs. Except for Harcourt it was more ‘Monday Mornin’ Wakin’ Up’.


Reaching the beachfront, he crossed the already busy coastal drag, a Rip Curl surf shop franchise on one corner, a pizza chain on the other, and walked through the park, its rubbish bins also overflowing, the grass scuffed and half dead, to the concrete promenade that ran the length of the kilometre of sand. More surfers than he could count, scores of them, were already in the water, hardly unusual for early January, hot and humid, the height of the holiday season. The waves were a couple of feet in the old language – half a metre plus, metric-wise – with an occasional bigger one. Hardly the sort of conditions to set the pulse racing, but still kind of fun.


The kids, the grommets, were in their element, ripping up the dumping little shorebreak on their short, lightweight boards and showing an enviable contortionist’s ability to put their bendable bodies, and hence boards, in positions that older guys like Harcourt could barely remember let alone match. At a nice little peak, up towards the middle of the beach, the longboards were at what appeared to be a more reasoned sort of play. Here were the older guys, cruising and gliding, catching little left and right handers that spiralled off the peak to offer smooth rides of fifty metres or so to the beach. A shallow sandbank that was the reason for the peak had been there and in good shape for a month or so, unusual for summer when the banks normally deteriorated under fluky sea breezes and lacklustre swells.


As Harcourt slouched along the promenade, shielding his eyes from the steadily climbing sun, he noticed a familiar figure out-paddle the mob to snare a slightly bigger wave. The surfer cranked a smooth turn off the tail of a nine-foot-plus longboard, turning it sharply off the top of the then breaking wave, bringing it back around and into perfect trim before picking up speed and flying down the line. As the wave broke with precise symmetry, the rider gracefully cross-stepped his way to the nose of the board and held this position all the way to the beach, his back classically arched, toes of both feet draped casually over the front tip. A perfect hang ten. With the wave about to dump onto the sand, he then back peddled towards the tail of the board before neatly flicking it over the top of the expiring wall of water.


It was Cruz Jones. His proper name was Malcolm but no one, among the beach crowd at least, had called him that for as long as Harcourt had known him, which was from way back when Cruz was a kid, thirty or more years ago. Cruz, as in Cruiser, or so Harcourt supposed, was deputy chief lifeguard, and one of the better surfers on the beach, especially on longer boards. He never had much to say and like a lot of class riders, at least among this crew, let his actions in the water do the talking.


Lazing against the promenade railing in front of the break was a pair of other long-time locals, Bobby ‘Brown’ Burns and Sam ‘Carpark’ Shannon. Surfers, certainly those who had known one another long enough, had that Australian way of handing out silly nicknames. Bobby Burns was called ‘Brown’ after a much admired Sydney surfer from the sixties, Bobby Brown, who had made the final of the first world championships held in 1964 at Manly Beach – only to die a few years later after a barroom brawl in which he was stabbed with a broken beer glass. As well as the obvious connection because of the name Bobby, derived from the more formal Robert, there was a more sardonic reason: Brown seemed at times to have what could only be described as his own version of a death wish. He would paddle out on the biggest, most dangerous days, taking off on monster waves that others, including some very committed surfers, wouldn’t even contemplate. In his time, Brown had suffered some horrendous wipeouts, being held down under tonnes of crushing white-water for seemingly lung-busting periods before somehow surfacing to reclaim daylight and his life. On such occasions, he was also known as the Toad – as in Take Off And Die – although this was more in grudging admiration of his daring than any sort of disparagement. When asked why he did such things, Brown would simply smile in his haphazard way and reply, ‘You do what you do.’


Shannon’s nickname in that also time-honoured Australian male tradition of reinforcing friendship through belittlement, was ‘Carpark’ because that was where, it was joked, he did his best surfing. He could talk for hours about anything, all the while throwing in opinions and passing judgments whether wanted or not. This was especially so when it came to surfboards – how they were shaped, their curve and foil, their arc and subtleties, what made one better than another. All considered, he was actually a more than competent surfer when he finally made it into the water, but once a moniker was bestowed it was impossible to escape. Still, Carpark had been around long enough and was good humoured enough to accept it. After all, he didn’t have a choice.


Brown and Carpark, along with Harcourt, who for some reason had never attracted a moniker beyond the boringly obvious Johno, were part of a loose amalgamation of older guys similar to those who could be found at any town or suburb attached to a surf beach up and down the coast. These three and Cruz Jones, who was now walking across the sand from the surf, lived at the beach like most of the crew while ‘Weekend Warriors’, as they were known, made the drive from the surrounding suburbs, mainly on weekends. There was never-ending humour and practical joking, a lot of rubbish talked and tall tales that became even taller in their frequent retelling – ‘do you remember that giant day back in ninety-five?’ et cetera – and a degree of male competition. Every couple of months they would hold an informal contest and barbecue which, if the truth be known, was more about socialising than surfing. The winners would act humbly, or be put in their place, and the losers would treat it as a joke anyway. There were fathers and sons – Harcourt’s son Jack had been part of the competition circle until his musical interests intervened.


‘Hey, guys, looks almost good out there,’ said Harcourt, greeting Brown and Carpark.


‘Jeez, that’s more than can be said for you,’ said Carpark, not one to stand on niceties. ‘You look like crap.’


‘Yeah, well, we had a bit of a late one, but I’m up and functioning now,’ replied Harcourt. ‘Did you see that noseride Cruz got? All the way to the beach.’


‘Tide’s about right at the moment,’ said Brown. ‘If we’re going, now’s the time. It’s coming in and it’ll swallow this little swell in a couple of hours … hey, Cruz, you killed that one, bud!’ he called.


Cruz, who was washing off under a nearby promenade shower, simply waved in acknowledgement.


‘Yeah, he can do it all right, the bastard,’ said Carpark. ‘See that new board he’s got – a true noserider just like that old nine-four I used to have with the big concave under the nose and kick in the tail. You could stand on the front and just hang there for what seemed like a week. God, I loved that board. Was made for small, clean stuff like this.’


‘I remember that monster,’ said Harcourt. ‘Had that horrible purple and green spray job. What happened to it?’


‘I told you – got stolen up in Byron off the roof of my car. Some arsehole hippy backpacker no doubt. Have his balls for breakfast if I ever found him.’


‘Well, no chance of that happening now,’ said Brown. ‘Hey, Cruz, worth going out there, mate?’


‘Sure,’ came the reply.


Cruz remained supple and lean with an elegant style on a wave that made difficult look easy. He lacked Brown’s take off and die craziness, but, then again, so did just about everybody else. What he did have was an innate ability to be in the right place at the right time to catch the right wave. Beachside wisdom had it that he had inherited this gift and way of life from his father, Ralph Jones, a genuine local legend. A former chief lifeguard, Ralph was now somewhere around eighty and a relic from the wild old days when rescues were carried out by lone lifeguards swimming through treacherous seas, not taking an easy ride out on a jet ski or rubber ducky rescue boat.


A couple of years back, Ralph had been about to take an early morning swim, an essential part of what had been his daily ritual, when he suffered a stroke and dropped like a shot seagull to the sand. It had happened only a hundred metres or so from the lifeguard tower on the promenade and he was spotted immediately. Among the first to his side was Cruz, who was on duty that day. Ralph had survived but was now confined to a wheelchair and was rarely seen any more along the stretch of water that had been his life for longer than this generation of surfers had been alive.


‘How’s Ralph going?’ Harcourt asked as Cruz tucked his board under his arm before heading off. After Ralph’s collapse and subsequent life and death struggle, Harcourt had written a newspaper column about him and his hallowed place in Sydney’s surfside culture. The old lifeguard had been somewhat embarrassed and even a little indignant about such reverential treatment, which had hardly been Harcourt’s usual style, but Ralph’s family, his wife, Dot, of going-on fifty years and Cruz, the man of few words, had appreciated it.


‘Oh, he’s doing okay, Johno,’ said Cruz. ‘Pretty quiet Christmas and New Year actually, but I brought my kids over. We had a nice time. He just kinda watches the days go by. Doesn’t get out much.’


‘Well, say hello from us guys, okay?’


‘I’ll do that.’ Cruz glanced back out to sea as another neat set of waves spiralled towards the sand. He smiled. ‘Get out and score a few before they all go away. See yah.’ With that, he headed across the reserve and road towards the old family home, which was a ten-minute walk up the hill that overlooked the beach.


‘Well, let’s go!’ called Carpark, already heading off to get his board. ‘See you two out there ASAP.’ Harcourt and Brown also set off for home and their boards – Brown at a slow jog, Harcourt at little more than a walk.


Twenty minutes later the three of them were together again out beyond the surf break. Carpark had lugged down his longest and heaviest board, a nine-six old style log that had the width and length to catch the smallest ripple. During the not so gentle ribbing sessions up on the promenade, this plank was often derided as being the reincarnation of the Titanic. All Carpark needed to complete the image, so the comedians quipped, was a captain’s cap, a ship’s horn and a wheel to steer it. Still, it was doing the job as he ploughed through the crowded line-up and quickly caught a couple of nice waves. Harcourt had also got out his longest board, but it was only nine foot in the old language – a Californian-designed Robert August tanker, wide in the nose and square in the tail, offering plenty of paddling power and still manoeuvrable in the small conditions. Brown was riding something similar, but shorter, and picking up a few as well.


It was a simple but often hard learned fact that it could be more dangerous to surf in such seemingly benign conditions than in maxing double overhead waves. When any novice, who had little idea of what he was doing, could manage to paddle his way into a crowded line up like this, there was going to be trouble – arguments, collisions and maybe injuries to bodies and boards. Surfing had its own arcane code of etiquette, a sort of rules of the road that were only learnt through experience, and when those rules were ignored bad stuff happened.


As a bigger, chest-high set came in on the rising tide, Harcourt used his board’s extra paddle power to scramble his way inside a couple of younger shortboard guys who had migrated over to the peak that was now showing much better shape than the shorebreak where the kids had been. He scratched into the first of the waves, dropped to the bottom, turned the board hard to the right and cranked it back off the top of the toppling swell, setting up a long, fast section to carry him all the way to the beach. He was a goofy-footer – a surfer who rides with his right foot in front of his left – and so he had his back to the wave, almost looking over his shoulder at the swell as the board fired down its slickly breaking line.


Ahead of Harcourt a guy in his late teens, or maybe early twenties, kind of pasty looking, probably a backpacker, was floating helplessly on what was known as a ‘softie’, a cheap board for kids or learner surfers made out of composite plastics, not the hard fibreglass of most performance boards. He was just sitting there as Harcourt’s rocketing board bore down on him. More by good luck than good management, Harcourt managed to swing a jagged turn at the last second to avoid a collision. In the half-second flying by, he saw a look of terror on the guy’s face.


Kicking out of the wave before it dumped on the shore, Harcourt felt a surge of anger fuelled by the adrenalin already coursing through his system. But his years of experience, and maturing moments, told him it was better to have a few stern words with the newcomer who was obviously a danger to himself and others. It was better to keep calm and be at least a bit conciliatory rather than lose his nut as he’d often seen others do.


But as he started to paddle back out towards him, here came Carpark on the Titanic, having snagged the last and biggest wave of the set. It was chest high on him – and Carpark was a sizable guy. His board rode fast and tight and it looked like the wave might even offer a quick tube ride, allowing him to duck down inside its fast curling break. But then too late, Carpark caught sight of the still-terrified novice who floundered to paddle the softie out of the way. Locked into the wave on the speeding board, Carpark made a last moment attempt to turn it back into the white-water, but the big projectile had taken aim like a guided missile.


There were a couple of muffled shouts and something like a dull thud – but most of the sound of the collision was lost in the all-encompassing white noise of the breaking wave. Carpark surfaced quickly and angrily. He hadn’t been using a leg-rope to attach himself to his board, something a lot of longboard riders preferred, particularly in smaller waves, and so the Titanic was now washing all the way to the sand on the broken wave. The pasty guy had been using a leg-rope, which beginners usually did, and now he was floundering on the end of it, his softie bobbing up and down a couple of metres away.


‘What the fuck are yah doing!’ yelled Carpark.


Oh, here was go, thought Harcourt as he paddled over to where their heads bobbed up and down in a patch of foamy water.


‘Sorry,’ spluttered the pasty-faced guy in what sounded to Harcourt like a northern English accent. ‘I tried to get out yer way, yer know.’ He had one of those flat pie plate faces that seemed to characterise young males from that part of the world.


‘Get outta the bloody water – and stay out until you have some idea of what the fuck you’re doing!’ thundered Carpark.


At least he’s not going to belt him, thought Harcourt as he reached them, although that would have been almost impossible as Carpark was up to his neck in water and keeping himself afloat, hardly a position from which to start throwing punches.


By now the guy had managed to pull himself back on to his softie and it was then that he noticed a long slice across its deck where the fin of Carpark’s speeding missile had cut deeply into it. ‘Look, at my board! Look what yer done!’ exclaimed the pasty-faced one.


‘Mate, be thankful it’s not your head with the hole in it,’ said Harcourt. ‘It would be better if you got out of the water now, believe me. Learn a few rules of the road with the other newbies before you come out here in a crowd like this.’


‘Yeah, fuck off!’ said Carpark. The guy looked downright frightened, not knowing Carpark’s bark was worse than his bite.


Between the sets of waves, the ocean had gone quiet and so had the line up as everyone, from the youngest grommet to the crustiest veteran, watched this little seaside drama play itself out. Those who had been around long enough knew that surfing’s bright and sunny image of caring and sharing didn’t exist on overcrowded city beaches where it was every man, woman and child for his or her self. You found your place in the pecking order and behaved accordingly. The pasty-faced guy was at the bottom of the food chain and in fact didn’t even make the register. It was best he leave. He seemed to have come to this realisation and without another word began to paddle, somewhat clumsily, towards the sand. Carpark even beat him to shore, swimming in to retrieve his board which had now washed up on the beach. From what Harcourt could see, if not quite hear, he fired a bit more advice at the pasty guy’s retreating back.


Later, as the three survivors of many such encounters walked up to the promenade to wash off under the shower – and after Carpark had calmed down – Harcourt sighed and remarked, ‘Just another day in our little surfside paradise.’


At least Carpark managed to laugh at that one.



TWO
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Stevie Ray Vaughan’s electric blues guitar riffing Jimi Hendrix’s ‘Little Wing’ resonated through the interior of the Sand Bar as the long hours of the summer afternoon lazed by. It remained hot and still outside, but it was frigidly cool within these shadowy surroundings as the air-conditioning laboured overtime. Harcourt sat on a creaking stool at the well-worn bar that ran the length of the room. There was a small stage piled with sound gear and a bits and pieces drum kit at the far end, a dance floor in front of it and a scattering of utilitarian tables and chairs that had seen better days. By the wall opposite the bar stood a classic Wurlitzer 1015 jukebox, the pastel lights around its console aglow – and it even played vinyl 45-rpm singles, such as Vaughan’s take on the Hendrix classic.


The owner of the Sand Bar, Randy Wayne Roberts, still managed to find a steady supply of discs for his vintage juke. Most of them came from a source somewhere in Britain who he declined to divulge, not the United States, the home of the venerable Wurlitzer. It seemed the Brits appreciated such an icon of popular culture more than those who had built the massive lump of a thing back in the nineteen-forties. The discs were all old stuff, mainly blues, country, early rock, or various amalgams of the three, many having long since disappeared from any sort of regular sound or sight. There was barely a track on the box that had been recorded in the last twenty years – and most of it was earlier than that. It was probably the only juke in Australia – not that there were many anymore – to feature the mournful tones of Hank Williams singing ‘I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry’, recorded in nineteen forty-nine. And here it sat beachside in Australia’s biggest city, far from the plains of west Texas where Randy Wayne had been born and raised. But as he liked to explain to the often confused who wandered into his place and found themselves listening to some lonesome cowboy rather than the latest top forty diva, ‘We play both kind of music here – my-woman-just-up-and-left-me blues and my-dog-just-down-and-died country.’


For all his seemingly hillbilly sensibilities, Randy Wayne was anything but a yokel. He had an arts degree, majoring in English literature, from Austin University, the most liberal campus in Texas, and was a voracious reader, currently working his way through the early social commentary novels of English author Edmund Harrison, who these days turned out mega-selling frontline reportage epics when not featuring on the upper end of the international social scene with some pretty woman on his arm.


‘The guy’s a paradox,’ Randy Wayne told Harcourt during one of their Sand Bar chats. ‘He used to write gritty social realism but now he’s fixing to get his head shot off in world hot spots – when he’s not being an international playboy. Explain that to me.’


Harcourt couldn’t. But Harrison was with Tess’s company and had a major new book in the works. ‘I’ll get you a free copy when it comes out, that’s if I can. Hell, Randy Wayne, you’d read the goddam phone book if it told a better story.’


From their appearances, Harcourt – tall, thick in the shoulders with saltwater disarranged hair, wearing baggy shorts, an old Hobie Surfboards tee-shirt and dirty Converse sneakers – and Randy Wayne – short, wiry with slicked-back dark hair, dressed in a fitted snap-button shirt, vintage Levi’s and spit-polished Frye cowboy boots – looked to be worlds apart … A man of the sea meets a man of the plains.


But their relationship was almost intuitive. Randy Wayne, now pushing sixty, had first come to Australia more than twenty years ago as a guitar player and back-up singer on an eventful tour. Things had gotten off to a dubious start at the Tamworth country music festival with a group of ultra-nationalistic locals and a late night bar brawl that had led to a string of court appearances, fines, even threats of deportation, and a storm of press interest that had been all but missing up till then. Thanks to the resulting sensationalised reporting, especially by the tabloid TV shows, the national tour ended up doing sell-out business.


When it hit Sydney, Harcourt interviewed Randy Wayne as one of the arrested and subsequently fined stars. Harcourt knew of this guitar player’s hard-won place in the scheme of things. He’d written a dozen hits for hunky cowboy and cute cowgirl singers. Using his considerable business smarts, Randy Wayne had hammered out a deal that enabled him to hang on to his songs’ publishing rights, something most production-line songwriters of the time failed to do. All these years later, he still received tidy royalty cheques because of their ongoing airplay on golden oldies radio stations.


In his down-to-earth way, Randy Wayne had been genuinely heartened that someone in this far-off corner of the world, beyond the smattering of Tamworth regulars, knew of him, and he and Harcourt kept up an intermittent correspondence over the years. When his recording session work was taken over by a younger generation of guitarists, and after divorcing his one-time teenage sweetheart bride, he decided it was time to look for a new horizon. Eventually he thought about Australia and, on Harcourt’s urging, decided to give it a try.


Fifteen years later and Randy Wayne was cruising. The Sand Bar was thriving. Perhaps this was because it couldn’t help standing out like a Texan in a ten-gallon hat among the Australian seaside tackiness of cheap Thai restaurants, takeaway burger and pizza joints, backpacker crash pads and budget clothing and surfwear shops. He had also picked up a bit of recording work and dabbled in a couple of pick-up bands who played on a semi-regular basis at the Sand Bar and at other places around the neighbouring beaches that wanted something other than oh so cool DJs churning out mind-numbing beats.


One of these bands was the Riders of the Surf and Sage, a foursome who played a mix of electric and acoustic rock, country and blues with occasional surf music overtones. Naturally, Randy Wayne handled the lead guitar parts, much of it using a sort of sixties’ Dick Dale surf guitar sound played on his Fender Stratocaster with a variety of country and blues licks thrown in. Harcourt, who had played guitar badly for years, provided a choppy sort of rhythm back-up on a well-worn Fender Telecaster, although he preferred sitting around and finger-picking an even more battered Martin OM-21 miked-up acoustic. The two of them shared lead vocals, Harcourt not particularly well, but they managed to sneak by. The rhythm section consisted of Carpark, who was actually quite good, having played professionally decades before, on drums, while the bass player was whoever they could find at the time. At the moment, it was a younger guy, Buzzy Blair, one of Randy Wayne’s relief barmen and a local surfer. Buzzy had a half-decent voice so he was proving to be a help in that regard. He was also good looking and that brought a few extra young women, meaning paying customers who would attract other paying customers, into the bar, which suited Randy Wayne’s business disposition just fine.


The band remained their bit of fun – what passed for an occasional rehearsal, digging up some long forgotten songs to play and coming up with some originals. Harcourt, as a professional wordsmith, was okay lyrically, even if he lacked a bit musically, while Randy Wayne could always be counted on to spice up his bare bones efforts with a few improvised chords or an interesting lick.


As Stevie Ray shuddered to a halt on the jukebox, Randy Wayne asked in his soft west Texas inflection, ‘So you’ve got a couple of new songs for us, huh?’


‘Yeah, all but finished them,’ said Harcourt.


‘Bring ’em in and we’ll see how they go, okay?’


‘Well, you won’t like one – it’s called “Deeper Blue” and it sounds like something Jack Johnson might do,’ said Harcourt.


‘Aw, come on, man, none of that “surfer dude meets hippie” shit,’ said Randy Wayne, rolling his eyes. ‘You know I hate all that groovy peace, love and happiness stuff.’


Harcourt guessed his friend was joking, but even after all these years he wasn’t quite sure. Randy Wayne had softened, but he was still about ‘keeping it tight and playing it right – blues you can use and twang that’s the thang,’ as he liked to put it. Still, Harcourt also knew that his friend didn’t mind playing up his redneck image – it was good for business, even if it was half put on for the punters.


‘Well, writing songs can be kind of strange, as you well know,’ Harcourt said. ‘Sometimes you start out in one direction and it ends up taking you in another entirely.’


‘Too true,’ said Randy Wayne with a smile. ‘And that goes beyond songs. Look at where I’ve wound up – at the beach. Anyway, what’s the other song?’


‘It’s called “She’s Driving Up the Coast”.’


‘Sounds like another of those surfing hippie numbers,’ said Randy Wayne.


‘No, no – it’s like one of those early Paul Kelly songs,’ said Harcourt. ‘Lots of straightforward guitar and a story about a woman who heads back to her family home up the coast after the city turns bad on her. Even you’ll give it a tick. It’s got room for a couple of nice guitar twangy bits. Believe me, you won’t be hearing it on girly pop radio any time soon – not that you’d ever be caught listening to that, of course.’


‘You’re right on that one,’ agreed Randy Wayne as he tore open a carton of imported Lone Star beer and begin stacking it in the cooler. Back where he came from, Lone Star was cheap, undistinguished fizz like a lot of American beers, but it had managed to somehow build an image as the favourite brew of real deal Texans and so, in another of his business moments, Randy Wayne had found an importer who could get him as many cartons as he wanted at a cut rate and he now sold it to otherwise ignorant Australians and a few homesick American tourists at vastly inflated prices.


Randy Wayne checked his watch. It was almost five and his staff for the night would soon be coming in, including Buzzy, the bass player and back-up barman, as the summer holidays were a guaranteed busy time of the year. But no matter what the season or the demand, the Sand Bar never opened its doors before six in the evening. As far as Randy Wayne was concerned, it was all about ambience – and a place that styled itself on a Texan honky tonk by way of a Louisiana juke joint could never carry that off while Australian mums and dads and their kids with zinc-creamed noses spent all day parading by his front door on their way to the beach.


After unloading the last of the Lone Star, Randy Wayne slammed the cooler door. ‘So how’s Jack doing over in England?’ he asked.


‘Okay, I guess,’ Harcourt replied. ‘We heard from him on Christmas Day and then on New Year’s. The four of them got a house somewhere in south London, close to the centre of things from what I understand. They’re pretty well set up there and have an okay deal on the place.’


‘The four of them under the one roof? That should make it pretty interesting – you might be in a band together but do you really want to see the other guys’ faces day and night, like twenty-four seven?’


‘Yeah, you could be right on that one,’ said Harcourt.


Jack was twenty-four. After messing about with guitars since his early teens, he and three university friends had formed a band more on a whim than any grand plan. Their celebratory Oz-style music – a sort of coastal rock sound, for want of a better description – won them a following on campus that grew quickly into beach and then citywide support among kids who liked their music live and rocking, not the mechanical sameness churned out by DJs. The band name, the Solar Sons, was an outdoorsy take on their style.


The songs and direction were supplied by Jack and his fellow singer–guitarist, Elmore Bruce, who came from somewhere down the coast. They wrote either alone or together, with Jack the McCartney figure, supplying the lighter touches, to Elmore’s Lennon. A leading management agency chased them and next thing they were touring nationally. Jack, who had been two years into a University of New South Wales arts degree, deferred his course to see where the music thing would take him.


His father, who had come to journalism via the ‘get out and do it or get lost’ method, as it was styled back then, had not been impressed. He’d wanted his kid to finish his degree. But Tess had been much more amenable. Her attitude was that Jack could always return to his studies, but the music chance had to be grabbed because it could disappear as quickly as it had appeared.


Grudgingly, Harcourt had come to accept Tess’s take on it and had since realised that more often than not he acquiesced to her in family matters. There were times when he was almost intimidated by her easy way with negotiation, a social skill he was also supposed to have as a journalist.


Anyway, the next year had passed in a blur for Jack and his fellow Solar Sons. First, a recording deal with an independent label that at least seemed to have their best interests at heart; second, two albums, the first of which made the top ten of the national charts while the follow-up went top five and a couple of singles garnered considerable radio airplay; third, more touring and what Harcourt now reckoned had been the start of the real craziness. Randy Wayne had talked throughout to Jack, who’d appeared to be keeping his feet on the ground, more or less.


‘Anyway, Johno, sometimes you’ve just gotta let ’em have their heads and maybe mess up a bit along the way,’ the Texan had said to the father.


‘So you’re a parenting counsellor now among your many other talents,’ Harcourt had replied in a sort of mock outrage. ‘Not bad for a divorced guy who hasn’t any kids of his own. Well, at least none that he acknowledges publicly.’


Solar Sons’ manager, Sissy Broughton, a tough old bird, worked up a deal that would take the band to Britain for a year. An influential independent record company was interested in them and their sunny Australian disposition, which its gurus reckoned might brighten the atmosphere in a land caught under grey skies by everything from class divide to Brexit to terrorism that never quite went away. The plan was to build the Sons’ profile through what remained of the northern winter and then launch them on the burgeoning summer outdoor festival scene.


Harcourt found this strategy more than a little ludicrous – wasn’t success in music supposed to be about talent, not the weather, and if it was about the weather why couldn’t they play the long run of summer outdoors shows and festivals at home before going to England? Not even Tess could talk him around on that one. And so with his father’s scepticism noted and rejected, Jack and his fellow Solar Sons had jetted off on their own magical music tour of the world.


[image: Images]


Harcourt had been home from the Sand Bar for an hour or so. He’d tidied the backyard after the night before, cleaning the grease and remains of burnt meat from the barbecue hotplate before dragging the contraption back to its hiding place in the cluttered garden shed where he also kept his surfboards and wetsuits.


Inside, he’d washed grease and charcoal smudges from his hands, popped the top off a can of beer and turned on the TV news.


Typical silly season reporting – shark sightings down the coast, the ongoing bushfire alert, fifty drunks arrested after brawling at a cricket match, continuing hot weather that might mean power failures as air-conditioners worked overtime … and so it went. It was after eight o’clock, the sun all but set, although the heat hung heavy on the still summer air. He rang Tess.


‘Sorry, I should have called, but it’s been busy like you can’t imagine. I’m just on my way out the door.’


‘Everything okay?’ he asked. ‘You sound a bit wound up.’


‘No, no. Everything’s good, very good, in fact.’


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘I’ll tell you when I get home. I promise it’s all good. See you soon.’


Half an hour later, they were sitting outside at the newly scrubbed down garden table with a bottle of cold white wine and an over-marinated chicken and vegetable stir fry that Harcourt had thrown together. Way too much chilli was his immediate verdict, but it was more or less edible.


‘So what’s the go?’


‘We’ve got Edmund Harrison coming out for Writers’ Week with his new book.’


‘Hey, that’s a good get.’ He smiled. ‘You’d never guess – I was talking about him with Randy Wayne. He’s a big fan.’


‘Randy Wayne? You’re right. I’d never have guessed. Anyway, this is my little secret, even if I say so myself. You’re the second person in Sydney to know.’ Tess smiled and downed most of the glass of white while rolling her eyes at him in a sort of mock celebration.


‘What? Good old Billy Duane had nothing to do with it? I find that hard to believe.’ Harcourt smirked at his little jibe about Tess’s supposed boss.


Billy, a bumptious New Yorker, was a long-standing employee of the publisher, dating back to the golden days when the printed word ruled. He and his wife, Joyce, had been in Australia for two years on a sort of protracted stopover before being shuffled off to well-padded retirement in their upstate New York mini-mansion with its tennis court and lap pool. More often than not, they were away somewhere – tropical Queensland islands, Broome resorts, Tasmanian spas … often accompanied by junketeers from New York HQ who had a talent for morphing supposed business into expense account treats. This meant much of the day-to-day running of the local office had fallen to Tess, who just got on with it because Billy, for all his talk and glad-handing, was as much a hindrance as a help when he was around.


‘No, Billy certainly had nothing to do with it,’ she said. ‘He’ll show up for a free lunch, but is missing in action where anything resembling work is concerned. We won’t be seeing him until the end of January, I guess. And, anyway, it’s probably better he doesn’t know about this one for the moment at least.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Well, there are a few dramas involved,’ Tess said. ‘But it was all agreed upon today. I’ve been having this email exchange with Harrison’s management for the last couple of months. I’ve also had a couple of phone chats with him and talked to him again in London early today his time – that’s why I was late – and he’s signed off on coming out here.’


She poured herself more wine. ‘He’s super keen to do it and he’s sending the festival people his agreement via email and that pretty well seals the deal.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Well, it seals it as far as he’s concerned. So that’s being on passed to New York where it will cause a ruction or two, no doubt.’


‘Yeah, but why?’ Harcourt enjoyed it when his wife was like this. She was cheeky, full of enthusiasm, kind of sassy at the same time. Her determination when it came to the chase could never be denied. He’d often told her that she would have made a great investigative reporter.


She explained how the book involved had been a long and torturous process. It dealt with the mess of Iraq and Afghanistan, spilling over into the Syrian war, the rise of the Islamic State jihadists, the beheadings and massacres while Russia and the United States dropped bombs from above. ‘Then, suddenly, it goes back to the States and the treatment of its returned soldiers, the shortcomings in the rehab of the wounded and psychologically messed up. It becomes this sprawling story of individuals’ experiences, not the opinions of politicians and boffins. Really, it’s several books in one that goes all over the place.
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