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			Brendan Shanahan is a writer based in Sydney and Las Vegas. He writes regularly for various publications inter­nationally and is the author of Mr Snack and the Lady Water (2013), The Secret Life of the Gold Coast (2004) and In Turkey I am Beautiful (2008). The latter was described as ‘laugh out loud funny’ by the Sydney Morning Herald, named ‘one of the best travel books ever’ by the Sun Herald and listed in the year’s 10 best non-fiction works by ABC Radio National.

			 

		

	
		
		   

			[image: 42365.png] 
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			Preface to the 2013 edition

			When it was first released in 2004 The Secret Life of the Gold Coast confused a number of people, including my then publishers—how else to explain their decision to file it under ‘true crime’? To this day I imagine the look on the face of the buyer who picked up my book instead of Chopper Read’s How to Shoot Friends and Influence People. The cover, the title: everything seemed to conspire to ensure that the book was met with bemusement, at best. Except in small pockets of southern Queensland where, or so I’ve been told, it has something of a cult following …

			To be fair, it might have been hard to market such an odd book. Is it memoir? Sociology? Travel? Humour? I’m not sure that even I know. What it is not, however, despite what a lot of people thought then and now, is a disparagement of the Gold Coast and its citizens. While it is true that the Gold Coast is not a place I’m especially fond of, I don’t think it’s any better or worse than any other Australian city, just more a product of its time—the first Australian city of the ‘lifestyle’ age. The Secret Life of the Gold Coast is less a portrait of a particular place, therefore, than a portrait of Australia and its values at the turn of the new millennium. The Gold Coast embodies a state of mind as much as anything else.

			I get little pleasure from reading my own work, especially what I wrote at the age of 25. There are passages I’m proud of, but many more that I read, hot-faced through split fingers. In fact, looking through it now, it’s almost as if had been written by a different person altogether: had I always been such a miserable, moralistic killjoy? Why did something reek of ‘unctuous fetidity’ when it could have just stank? Apart from anything else, I can barely ­remember half the scenes I describe. Perhaps I’ve tried to erase it all from my memory.

			If The Secret Life of the Gold Coast leaves any legacy then it is as a portrait of a period in Australia which will, I believe, come to be seen a turning point: a time when we were on the verge of making more money than at any other, when we were about to enter the war in Iraq, when the first generation that grew up with the internet was coming of age and when ‘lifestyle’ became not just a marketable commodity but an ideology of sorts. Perhaps in a thousand years someone will discover this book and see in it a record of an extinct era, a time when people were still searching for meaning while unmoored in an amoral wasteland of hyper-capitalism. At the very least, they may get a few good laughs.

			Brendan Shanahan, 2013
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			Prologue

			INSIDE, THE APARTMENT was like the set of a Beckett play: no furniture, no television, no light globes in their sockets; not a single object that might indicate that this was a place of human habitation. The only visible source of life was a tiny, old-fashioned electrical heater that sat in the middle of the room issuing a low, sinister buzzing noise. Its grubby orange blush crept out to coat the bare, grey surfaces of the room in which the curtains were drawn and everything else was dark.

			My friend, a journalist, had arrived to interview a heroin addict who, after having injected a large amount of the drug, drifted off into an opiate slumber on a windowsill eight ­storeys above the ground. A few minutes later the girl rolled over and fell straight out the window with nothing but concrete paving to break her fall. Thanks to the effects of the drug, she hit the ground as slack as a dead cat and walked out of hospital an hour later with barely a scratch. It was the kind of story the magazine was looking for these days.

			The addict’s boyfriend led the journalist and the photog­rapher into the kitchen while he disappeared into the bedroom. There were no utensils or food, just a giant pile of clothes, like a termite mound, standing in front of the refrigerator. In the manner of a mountaineer negotiating a precipice, the journalist shuffled past the clothes and was left to stand outside the bedroom door, waiting. From within she could hear the boyfriend attempting to rouse the sleeping girl. He soon reappeared, alone, apologising, before disappearing to try again.

			After a matter of some minutes the girl appeared, groggy and listless, her eyes heavy, her jaw set in a slackened death mask. Before the journalist had had a chance to introduce herself, the girl fell over. The boyfriend picked her up off the floor and shook her with urgent reminders that this was the journalist from the women’s magazine—the one that had come to do the story—the one who had come to pay her. The boyfriend was keen to reassure the journalist that everything would be all right.

			After the second collapse, the journalist disappeared out the door and into the sunshine to call her editors and propose that this story be canned. They agreed and the ­journalist, trailed by the photographer, made her way across the lawn towards her car. The sight of her leaving was enough to wake the girl from her stupor; she began to scream, staggering her way to the front gate. ‘You fuckin’ bitch!’

			The boyfriend too became aggressive, making a lunge for the journalist and forcing the photographer to intervene. The journalist made a run for the car. Together she and the photographer locked the doors and sped away. In the rear-vision mirror they could see the pair running after them with a disjointed junky-jog, shaking their fists and screaming obscenities, like unhappy zombies hungry for a meal of brains.

			The journalist’s name was Liz and she relayed this story to me as we drove. It had happened some months earlier but it had made a big impression upon her, as it did now on me. ‘Up there is where the girl fell out of the ­building,’ she told me, pointing to a cluster of towers in the distance. It was my first visit to the Gold Coast and I was seeing the city from what I was to later learn was its most ­spectacular vantage—the southward approach across the Southport Bridge, the bridge that traverses the Broadwater, the mouth of the Nerang River, and connects the north and south of the city. All around us stood buildings—they seemed to run forever into the blue haze as we sped along the highway. Tall, white and crystalline, they gathered in apparently arbitrary fungal clumps, as though they had sprouted in the last rain.

			‘That palm tree is fake,’ said Liz. ‘It’s actually a radio antenna.’ I looked up. Beneath the foliage hung loaf-shaped transmitters like deformed coconuts. The Broadwater sparkled to our left. Across its expanse floated a little wooden church, its pointed spire rocking gently in the wake of a boat shaped like a duck cutting a white gash through the blue.

			Further we drove. I wound down the window and felt the breeze against my face. The buildings grew in density; there was the Aegean, the Marrakesh, the St Tropez, the Biarritz, the Phoenician, Xanadu. The names seemed to spring direct from the subconscious, the triggers of a psychiatric test: ‘I want you to tell me your associations with the following words: Kasbah, Atlantis, Copacabana, Monte Carlo ...’ The variety and absurdity of their manufacture was endless: a postmodern extravaganza complete with hot-pink ­pyramids and mock classical pillars in baby blue; a soaring devil-horned tower in emerald glass; a spiky, lopsided structure bristling with Bavarian turrets; a jagged Art Deco monolith; white Mediterranean domes that left purple circles on the retina; a swimming pool in the form of an Aztec temple. Standing at the edge of the ocean the buildings turned their outlandish ornament to the sea, often revealing on their western aspects little more than soaring blank walls, giving the highway spectator the sense of an actor behind the proscenium. Here these buildings stood to face ... what? Arriving armies? Or the inevitable future when sea levels would rise and flood the city, leaving in their wake nothing more than the teetering spires of a thousand ruined civilisations artfully reproduced in fibreglass?

			And it was big, huge in fact: the sixth-largest city in the country, and its growth outstripped all else. Yet who even thought of it as a city? A city was a place with a subway, a natural history museum and a park downtown with a bronze statue of the founding father staring benevolently through wire pince-nez. Who had founded this place? Nobody. No one had written a declaration or found gold in a creek or dumped a boatload of criminals or spied a strip of trees off the port bow and cried ‘Land!’ Yet, despite this, half a million people, as though victims of the same subliminal message spliced into one evening’s soap opera, had picked themselves up and moved here, most of them in the last twenty years. I might not have believed it, had not all around me stood the evidence: hundreds of towers stretching in every direction, new ones rising up every day, miles upon miles of piles upon piles of little boxes, all of them with tiny balconies on which to stand clutching a cocktail while staring out at the ocean. What had all these people come to find, I wondered, and—perhaps more importantly—had they found it?

			Here, surely, was the city of the future—if only because it had no past. But the future was not 1984 or Metropolis, it was not some dank dystopia of rain and reinforced concrete; the future was bright, full of light and absurdity and a message that here on earth man was building paradise: Paradise Sands, Paradise Gardens, Paradise Island, Paradise, Paradise, Paradise ...

			 

		

	
		
			One

			In Paradise

			BY THE TIME of my first visit to the Gold Coast, my life had stagnated to such a point that to the casual observer it may have been mistaken for a particularly earnest Polish film: slow, joyless and poorly funded. My previous book (my first), a biography of a well-known Perth eccentric, had met with legal problems and had, after almost eighteen months of work and indecision, been shelved by the publishers. My disappointment and frustration were acute, and now depression, that ever-looming threat, had drawn its veil across my countenance.

			My mental state was possibly not helped by a life of inveterate transience. Since starting my last book I had been more or less continually on the road. By taking advantage of Australia’s newly competitive airline industry and the generosity of friends, I had managed, for more than two years, to exist without any permanent abode. Partially this was a nominal gesture lending some thin veneer of legitimacy to my new-found ambition as a travel writer, but mostly it was just another form of procrastination. By the time I arrived on the Gold Coast, therefore, I was thoroughly lost; my misery had become a cocoon, layered and hard to the point that it seemed it might be with me forever. So when I headed over the Southport Bridge for the first time it seemed quite a happy coincidence that I had arrived in the city of the lost; a city where seemingly everyone had come from somewhere else and where ‘running away’ was a box you ticked on the emigration form. My arrival also coincided neatly with some new revelations about the nature of travel.

			‘Why are you travelling?’ a confused African villager once asked me—a man who had never ventured further than his neighbouring hamlet. I said it was to see the world. ‘No,’ came the bewildered reply, ‘why are you travelling?’ At the time I might have said something like: ‘To better know the world.’ But now, after several more journeys and a little more thought on the subject, I have come to understand that the only reason I travel is to better know myself. That travel is a fundamentally selfish act was a disturbing but inescapable conclusion; with a white face and a Visa card there are very few problems that cannot be solved; and as you are airlifted to safety and the locals left to be massacred in some gruesome medieval pogrom, so slips away the illusion that you were ever anything more than a tourist. The heart of darkness is a luxury for those who can reasonably expect to live beyond their fifth birthday. Perhaps this is why I find myself drawn to the ‘fake’, the ‘inauthentic’: Tijuana, Kuta Beach, Sun City, Ibiza; like prostitution, the transaction here is transparent. The idea that these places represent a fundamental cheapening of the travel ‘experience’; that they are a debased and shabby product of the naïve tourist yearning for a preconceived notion of their destination, seems to me not merely a rather touching statement of the obvious, but an exoneration of all those ‘travellers’ who have hacked their way into the jungle, full of a misguided atavistic enthusiasm for the ‘primitive’, the ‘simple’, the ‘other’, and found only their own egos.

			That one could love Venice but not Las Vegas’s Venetian (a hotel and life-sized fibreglass replica of the Doge’s Palace at which one can experience the thrill of floating in an imported gondola down a canal smelling strongly of chlorine) when the two were virtually indistinguishable, right down to the number of crass Americans and sneering Euro-trash perched on iron lawn chairs at expensive outdoor restaurants, was beyond me. How much more ‘real’ than its new world simulacrum is a Venice shored-up by pneumatic pumps and in which the only residents own hotels?

			For the seeker of ‘authentic’ experience, the tourist city is nothing but an imagining, a mirage, an inconvenient ­hallucination on the way to something more sustaining, more authentic. People talk about Mykonos as if it isn’t Greece, about Pattaya as if it isn’t Thailand. ‘That’s not the real Africa,’ the dedicated ‘traveller’ (never ‘backpacker’ or ‘­tourist’) will tell you, as though what was African—or Greek or Thai, for that matter—was something external, something that might be pointed to or eaten or photographed (always for the benefit of the traveller), rather than something that came from within; as though the man selling T-shirts outside Planet Hollywood in Kuta Beach had less right to be Balinese than the Hindu priest at the volcano shrine.

			On a more immediate level, the Gold Coast seemed to offer the ideal subject for a book in which I could combine my love of the grotesque with a diet of two-for-one tequila slammers. If I was tired of worthy travel then it was time to write a gloriously worthless book; something light and disposable; something middle-aged ladies could buy at the train station without embarrassment. It has always been my secret ambition to be a second-rung chat show guest; the emergency guy they ring when this month’s Hollywood ingénue is in rehab—Peter Ustinov or Stephen Fry. After the disaster of my first book I had become as hungry for success as I was for diversion. No more youth hostels full of fragrant Germans in lycra trousers telling boring stories about crawling across China! On the Gold Coast there were meter maids who had scratched one another’s eyes out in a vicious bikini­clad turf war; developers who had owned whole governments and Japanese surfers who walked all day with a board under their arm but couldn’t swim a stroke. Whether these things were any more than clichés hardly seemed to matter: as we drove over the bridge I might as well have been a lucky contestant from a 1986 episode of Perfect Match off on a romantic, all-expenses paid holiday to the sunny Gold Coast. And this city and I had a compatibility rating of 93 per cent.

			Consistent with my new philosophy of indulgent middle-class travel, there seemed no better way to familiarise myself with my intended home than to take, as so many millions had before me, a discount package holiday to Surfers Paradise. I scanned the brochure at the travel agency in Sydney. A thousand towers with a thousand names lay before me in a brimming cornucopia of swimming pools, spa baths, water views, ensuite bathrooms and room service massages. Unfortunately my budget and my fantasy had yet to meet any sort of consensus, and when I told the travel agent that I would take the cheapest deal on offer, she looked genuinely disappointed.

			My hotel was on Orchid Avenue, a nightclub row of strip clubs and cavernous, pounding meat markets in the centre of Surfers Paradise. Orchid Avenue is the kind of place where the producers of reality TV shows go to find couples who want to test their fidelity by having topless models smear them in chocolate sauce. My hotel shared a foyer with a strip club and had clearly taken some decorating tips from its neighbour. The entrance hall looked like a brothel, complete with pink cursive neon sign (some of the letters broken) flashing ‘Reception’. At night the cats in the alley below sounded disconcertingly like screaming children and for some time I simply sat in my room in the dark, watching the people in the tower block opposite, or stared at the handle of the giant glowing guitar that rose from the Hard Rock Café over the rooftops, listening to the screams and feeling lonely. My vision of swingin’ debauchery had been somewhat deflated by the mediocrity of my accommodation and the unseasonably empty bars downstairs.

			The business of finding a base on the Gold Coast was one that had occupied me for three frantic days. At the time of my arrival it had seemed impossible that among the seemingly endless piles of little boxes there might not have been one for me. But now I knew that the market was tight. The approach of summer had slimmed my chances and I had grown weary of the supercilious looks I was receiving from real estate agents who clearly regarded me as little better than a vagrant. I stared at the big guitar outside. The walls were closing in. I needed to go for a walk.

			From Orchid Avenue I wandered to the sea, along the beach and then to Cavill Avenue. Cavill Av (pronounced phonetically, as in ‘have’), as it is known to the locals, is the centre of Surfers Paradise. Prior to 1933, the area was known as Elston but after lobbying by a group of locals led by hotelier Jim Cavill, it was named after Cavill’s pub, the Surfer’s Paradise Hotel. (The apostrophe was dropped in the 1950s when the Gold Coast began a campaign to establish itself as an international destination. Tourists apparently have an aversion to punctuation.) Cavill Avenue runs from Marine Parade (the road parallel to the beach) to the Nerang River in the west, the two roads forming a disjointed shantytown of takeaway joints, souvenir shops, nightclubs and shopping malls. (On the beach sits a yellow shopping centre that had once been a waterslide; the developers retained the framework of the slide and simply built around it, connecting the building to the beach by a pedestrian overpass designed merely, it would seem, to add insult to injury and create what might be the single ugliest structure in Australia.)

			In recompense for its general dowdiness, Surfers Paradise has a certain ratty plebeian charm, an English seaside naughtiness of novelty beer hats, wet T-shirt competitions and trick pens with naked ladies; a charm that belies any substance to the moniker of ‘Australia’s Vegas’. Comparisons of the Gold Coast to Las Vegas are as perplexing as they are frequently cited, credible surely only in the minds of those who have never actually seen that cosmic explosion in the desert. The timid, decorous kitsch of Surfers Paradise resembles not in the least, certainly in any physical sense, the infinite grotesqueries of Vegas.

			Yet any beguiling dagginess Surfers may have once possessed was now in the process of being ruthlessly expunged. In the wake of its most recent population explosion, the Gold Coast was adopting, holusbolus, the vernacular of international capitalism. Where once stood the Chevron Hotel—the first modern luxury hotel on the Gold Coast and an institution that marked the beginning of what we know as Surfers Paradise—now grew the Chevron Renaissance, a monolithic trinity of skyscrapers—one sixty-storeys—teeming with Starbucks outlets and Irish theme pubs. It wasn’t any more attractive than the old Surfers—the Renaissance had more in common with Puff Daddy’s beach house in Malibu than it did with the principles of Brunelleschi—it was just newer and bigger; the kind of thing local councillors talked about as ‘setting new standards of international excellence’.

			Walking from Surfers Paradise to Broadbeach one is continually reminded that as an instrument of urban planning the skyscraper makes a very good beach shade and wind tunnel. In spite of being a confirmed enthusiast (there are few sights more thrilling than the bristle of distant needles rising from the horizon) one must concede that there are few logical reasons to build them. Skyscrapers are highly inefficient buildings; they consume a shocking amount of resources and become exponentially more expensive the higher they grow. Other than the possibility of a view, there seemed no good reason, therefore, to build the Q1, a ninety-storey residential tower in southern Surfers and the largest of its kind in the world. It was to be almost double the height of the surrounding buildings; even in drawings it looked absurd, like a child in a yearbook photograph who had gone through puberty at the age of ten. When I would later question the creator of the Q1 on his motives for building such a structure, he would tell me that the building was an exercise in the efficient use of scarce land, before noting in the same breath that the actual tower took up less than a quarter of the site. In other words: with some imagination one might have built exactly the same number of units using buildings of a much lesser height, all with equal access to ocean views. The delusion that tower blocks were invented to combat urban overcrowding, however, is fundamental to the skyscraper myth. The skyscraper was never a device for the clever utilisation of space: at the time of their invention in the late nineteenth century, there were still farms on Manhattan. The Q1, likewise, was clearly not an exercise in exploiting scarce land resources; it was a physical demonstration of the Gold Coast’s ambitions as the City of the Future, an assertion of civic pride in a town with little sense of civics.

			Another disadvantage of apartment blocks is their tendency to suck life off the streets, leaving the abandoned and bewildered pedestrian to flounder, disoriented, through barren chasms of concrete, wondering whether he is on the road that will bring him to Broadbeach. At night you can walk a kilometre among the towers that stretch silently north and south from Surfers Paradise and see no one but lost tribes of Chinese tourists wandering dazed and hot, grabbing at your clothes imploringly and pointing to their hotel keys as they mutter plaintively, ‘Per-ease ... Sunc-tory Cov?’ And all you can do is look at them apologetically and wave them in the direction of the endless highway in the hope that the pantomime taxi you are steering will wend them back to safety.

			From Surfers Paradise the beachside suburbs spread south along the highway in an unbroken chain of develop­ment: tower blocks, strip malls and a scattering of squat 1960s motels with names like the Montego and the Mayfair. These southern suburbs—Broadbeach, Mermaid and Miami (in that order)—face beaches with different names, but they’re all on the same bit of sand. To the north, across the mouth of the river, the suburbs spread from the town centre of Southport until they reach a national park. The coast-hugging ‘strip’ structure of the Gold Coast is one of the city’s especial peculiarities. The highway runs down the middle of the suburbs, sometimes only a block west of the beach, creating an arbitrary line between rich and poor, ­dividing the beachfront houses from the western developments (although anything on an inland canal is likely to be pricey) in a ribbon of exclusivity that is sometimes no more than 50 metres wide and often ­several ­hundred thousand dollars more expensive. It seemed a lot to pay for the privilege of being on the right side of a 20-metre strip of tarmac.

			At Burleigh Heads the beach reaches it first ­geographical obstruction, and it is here that the character of the city undergoes a change. This is where smaller communities have been swallowed up by the Gold Coast and a few houses from the 1920s and ’30s still survive, studded among the towers and the endless marina developments. Here too is a distinct air of poverty, especially in places like Palm Beach and Tugun (the former featuring a sign at its boundary: ‘Welcome to Palm Beach, a warm place for warm people’), suburbs with some of the highest unemployment rates in Australia, full of dowdy weatherboard houses, their ­curtains drawn like those of suburban drug labs.

			It is a ride of well over an hour on a city bus before the Gold Coast reaches its official but somewhat unceremonious conclusion at a roundabout in Coolangatta. It is an arbitrary geographic delineation, however, for the Gold Coast is not a city of limits; it is a city of the imagination, of aspirations, of ambitions, and these, as a glance at the new developments stretching further and further into the southern horizon will confirm, know no bounds.

			After giving up and following the Chinese tourists to the highway, I arrived, exhausted, in Broadbeach, an unremarkable ‘family oriented’ version of Surfers Paradise. After a brief rest I crossed to the other side of the highway to begin the journey back to my hotel. Unfortunately, the streets of the Gold Coast were not, to paraphrase Nancy Sinatra, made for walkin’. Spying a bus stop in the distance, I decided to cease my trudging. Walking past a dark and lonely strip of nature reserve, I arrived at the stop. The highway traffic was heavy and the sidewalk devoid of life. The screeching of bats was deafening as they swooped down from the trees to cut across my path. The air smelt of rotten figs.

			After some wait among the shrieking bats the bus arrived and I left this small patch of primeval veldt to return to my shrinking room and the great big guitar that shot up over the roofs like an excited exclamation mark to proclaim my arrival.

			 

		

	
		
			Two

			Barefoot and Pregnant

			THE NEXT DAY I ditched my plan to find my own apartment and went to a share-house agency providing accommodation seekers with the contact details of those with rooms to rent. The man who ran the agency was an imperious high-camp uranist by the name of Trevor who sat behind his desk and stared at me blankly whenever I made a joke, adding that he preferred to ‘focus upon the situation at hand’ before swivelling round in his chair to tap with a thin wooden pointer several pieces of paper pinned to a corkboard on the wall behind him, much in the manner of a 1950s school teacher armed with an especially favoured new map of the Commonwealth. After I paid the $80 membership fee, Trevor began to run through some available properties. ‘Now this one,’ he said, gesturing at the ­corkboard, ‘is in a beautiful building: very centrally located’—there was a dramatic pause to impress upon me the gravity of what was to come—‘full resort features.’

			Full resort features was a term with which I had become familiar; real estate agents on the Gold Coast were constantly talking about them. The emphasis was always placed, almost conspiratorially, on full as though to reassure the potential occupant that the problem of resort feature theft that had seen some tenants wake up to mere half resort features was unlikely to afflict this complex. The definition of full resort features, however, could vary wildly: from a swimming pool that looked as though it had last been used to bathe elephants to a series of exotic recreation ­chambers with incomprehensible European names full of faddish American exercise equipment. I told Trevor that I was especially interested in finding high-rise accommodation. He regretted to inform me that there was none currently available but he would let me know the moment it came to his attention. In the meantime, I was presented with a long list of potential housemates and by that afternoon was arranging a series of appointments to visit an array of promising-sounding properties.

			All the promise was on paper, however, for the next two days were spent tramping up and down the length of the city visiting a series of increasingly depressing low-rise units in distinctly slovenly parts of town. Most were hot brick boxes centred around oily green swimming pools, complete with crying babies and men in deck chairs lounging on the lawn, sipping bourbon and following my entrance to the building with a slow, silent trailing of their slitted eyes. In one apartment I was met by a girl clearly under the effects of heroin who, in response to my question about the length of the lease, just blinked her glassy eyes and said that she did not know how long she expected me to stay and that it didn’t matter, before staring blankly at the ­refrigerator. I said my goodbyes and backed out the door. The girl did not move from her position at the fridge, but merely closed her eyes, slowly.

			It was now Thursday; I had to leave my hotel in two days and my Gold Coast fantasy of sunset daiquiris and midnight jacuzzis was falling far short of expectation. The same day over my morning coffee I read the following item in the Courier Mail:

			‘TORTURE’ MISTAKEN FOR BONDAGE RITUALGreg Stolz

			For more than two weeks, sounds echoed through the Gold Coast’s oldest high-rise building in what residents thought was some sort of bizarre sex ritual.

			It was only when a battered Dayn Robert Ross fled his flat in the heart of Surfers Paradise on Tuesday afternoon that alleged torture was revealed.

			Mr Ross, 23, was recovering in Brisbane’s Princess Davidandra Hospital yesterday with severe wounds to his back. He had allegedly been held captive in his rented first-floor unit in the 35-year-old Kinkabool building for more than a fortnight and repeatedly beaten with a bamboo stick and metal pole.

			Police raided the unit on Tuesday afternoon and arrested a suspected illegal immigrant. Neighbours told yesterday of hearing what sounded like beatings coming from the unit since the accused man suddenly moved in with Mr Ross about two weeks ago. ‘We could hear him being hit but we thought they were into bondage or something,’ Kinkabool resident Milly Winkelbauer said. ‘My bedroom’s right near their front door so I heard a lot of weird stuff.’

			Ms Winkelbauer’s cousin, Andrew Doncaster, said he heard flogging sounds, arguments and grunts. ‘We just heard all sorts of weird stuff going on there like yelling and screaming and someone getting whacked,’ he said. ‘We saw him (Mr Ross) limping across the road and we thought that was a bit strange.’

			Gold Coast police inspector Ken Bemi said Mr Ross told detectives he had invited the man to stay at the unit, only to suffer two weeks of alleged beatings. ‘He (Mr Ross) attempted to escape the unit on several occasions but was prevented from doing so,’ Insp Bemi said.

			On Tuesday, Insp Bemi said, Mr Ross had ‘seized the opportunity’ to escape. He crossed the road to the Surfers Paradise police post where he told of his alleged ordeal.

			Singaporean national Eng Hou ‘Thomas’ Mah, 25, appeared in Southport Magistrates Court yesterday charged with deprivation of liberty, torture and assault occasioning grievous bodily harm. The alleged offences occurred between September 19 and October 8.

			Wearing a Buffy the Vampire Slayer T-shirt, a barefoot and handcuffed Mah sat impassively in the dock as the charges were read.

			Police prosecutor Jacki Hart told the court that Mah was an alleged illegal immigrant. Duty solicitor Michael Gatenby said Mah had been interviewed by Immigration Department officials and a bail application had been ruled out. He said the case could be referred to the Mental Health Tribunal.

			Mah was remanded to appear on December 10.

			The story was interesting not merely for its narrative but for the suggestion that the Gold Coast was the kind of town where someone might be tortured for more than a fortnight and the locals, inured to such goings-on, would simply dismiss the screams as yet another couple that liked it rough. The trials of Mr Ross had all the qualities of a bad omen; a certain sense of resignation had begun to take hold in me. There was a definite possibility I would have to delay my intended starting date in the city and return to Sydney and find accommodation from there. Then, that afternoon, I received a phone call.

			‘Hello, Brendan.’ It was Trevor. ‘You wanted a high rise—I have one.’

			The building was good, very good, or so I was assured: located in the middle of town and virtually drowning under the weight of its own resort features. ‘This one will go very fast, Brendan,’ Trevor lisped portentously. Something in his tone told me he was telling the truth, that this would be an improvement on the demoralising excursions I had thus far undertaken at his recommendation. Without delay I hung up the phone and rang the contact number, only to be greeted by voicemail. I persisted all that afternoon and, after several attempts, finally reached the woman who was offering the room. She introduced herself as Krystal. We chatted briefly and I explained my writing project and my requirements. She said they needed someone very quickly and so we arranged to meet that evening after she had finished work.

			The apartment was in a hotel complex called the Moroccan, half a block west from the beach on Elkhorn Avenue. The street was lined with scraggly, smooth-skinned palm trees and a series of up-market boutiques—Gucci, Prada, Cartier—selling, for the most part, accessories: golf shoes, scarves, belts and handbags, handbags, handbags. In the dark, the round white tower loomed above me. The building felt like a self-conscious attempt to create an atmosphere of luxury. It was not the sort of place I was accustomed to living, and I wondered whether I had found the correct address.

			I buzzed the unit number and introduced myself to the voice of a woman over the intercom. The glass security doors slid open. Passing through a foyer of fat couches and gilded mirrors, I entered the lifts and rose to the eighth floor. I knocked and the door was opened by a short, barefoot Maori girl with a pleasant but unremarkable face and a swollen pregnant belly filling out her tropical print cotton dress. I guessed her age at about twenty-eight and her stomach at six months.

			‘Heyyyyy,’ she said. ‘Howww ya goooinng.’ Krystal had a slight New Zealand accent coupled with a drawling stoner intonation that stretched all her words to great length only to dispatch them at the end in vicious inflexive spikes. The effect was strangely relaxing. I introduced myself and entered the triangular foyer. The unit was shaped like a segment of pie. ‘I’m in there,’ Krystal said, pointing to a door at my immediate right. ‘I have my own apartment kind of thing ’cause I have a two-year-old kid. But don’t worry or nothin’,’ she added hastily, ‘he stays in there with me and he’s at daycare during the day. He won’t be any trouble.’

			I assured her that it was of no concern.

			Krystal said there was one other housemate, a student: ‘Norwegian ... or Swedish ... or Spanish ... or some shit.’

			‘What does he study?’ I asked. 

			‘Oh, business ... or modelling ... or some shit, anyway.’ She perked up. ‘But don’t worry, he’s never here these days. He spends most of his time at his boyfriend’s house.’

			‘Won’t he want to meet me?’ 

			‘Nah, he doesn’t care.’

			I asked what she did for a living. ‘Phone sex,’ she said with a giggle and a toss of her head that I took as a secret sense of triumph. I laughed and thought to myself: a house with a gay Swedish model and a pregnant Maori phone sex worker? This was beginning to sound like a backroom pitch for a bad new sitcom: they’re the original odd couple!

			From the marble foyer Krystal led me down a low-lit hallway of thick white carpet and turned right into my bedroom. It was explained that George, the current tenant, was due to move out tomorrow, and that a new flatmate was needed immediately. The room was large and fully furnished with a bed and television. Everything I could see was to be mine. At one end the room connected to a bathroom and at the other, through a set of sliding glass doors, a huge semicircular balcony that swung out around the length of the unit and finished at the kitchen, facing the sea. Krystal slid open the glass doors and walked out onto the balcony, leading me across the warm tiles to the edge where we stopped for a moment to feel the night breeze and listen to the invisible ocean in the blackened east. I leant out and looked towards the ocean: on the beach, firestick twirlers left trails of crimson phosphorescence in their wake. To the southwest, Orchid Avenue cut a ravine of neon jitterbug through the darkened high rises.

			Inside, the light was low. The living room was big and well-furnished. In one corner sat a large television in a wooden cabinet atop of which rested a glowing purple fish tank, the darting creatures luminous in the ultraviolet light. The kitchen opened out into the living room and contained every conceivable appliance. Through the window at the bungee jump park across the street I could see a giant ‘V’ of rainbow neon: between the parted branches of light a man attached to a huge elasticised harness was being propelled skywards, only to plunge earthwards seconds later.

			I looked around. The apartment was spacious and modern, luxurious in fact, and I could barely credit my good fortune in having found such accommodation at the eleventh hour. Unbelievably, it was also cheap. Which is to say that it was the same as I had been accustomed to paying in Sydney, but there, the only optional extras were mould, low-flying aeroplanes and a choice of two types of cockroach: European or Classic. The Gold Coast had finally made good. Yet something was missing. Aside from the fish, the unit was entirely without evidence of its inhabitants. There were no postcards on the fridge or posters on the wall, just some ghastly art prints of flowers and cavorting cockatoos, clearly hung the day the building had been finished. The furniture had been carefully coordinated and was so unremarkable that individual pieces dissolved in the mind’s eye to become a single amorphous idea of furniture. Like a doctor’s surgery or a display room in a department store, this was an archetype of home, of comfort. A sagging sunhat doubling as a lampshade struck the only note of unconventionality.

			I said I would take it. It was agreed that I would come by the next morning with the bond and the first week’s rent. Krystal and I walked back down the hall and made our goodbyes.

			‘Well, I hope everything works out cool,’ she said, and the heavy door made a heart-starting crash as it slammed behind me.

			That night I got drunk. Savagely, deliriously, staggeringly drunk. I had gone to dinner with my friend Amy, the only person I knew on the Gold Coast, and afterwards we had gone on a pub crawl with several of her friends. It was now the next morning, about ten-thirty, and I was walking aimlessly through the streets of Surfers with a hangover that was like some sort of Fantastic Voyage journey through Oliver Reed’s liver. Checkout time at my hotel had been at ten and I had managed to get about three hours of sleep before being forced to rise and gather my things. The weather that day was unseasonably cold and windy and I had several hours to kill before my afternoon flight back to Sydney where I would collect my things and then return. With every agonising step my head flared into squalls of pain; pain bringing with it memories of the night before; ­memories my conscious mind had until now seen fit to repress.

			Shuffling off to the bank, I withdrew the cash necessary for my bond and then made my way to the Moroccan. I buzzed at the security door. There was no answer. I ­continued to buzz, almost hysterically. Finally, an irritated male voice answered and I explained who I was. The sliding security doors opened before me.

			Ren (short for Renato), as it transpired, was not Norwegian, or Spanish, or some shit, but a Swedish boy of Chilean origin and exceptional beauty. Opening the door of my new apartment in nothing but his white silk boxers and a cotton samurai robe that fell about his naked torso in blue arabesques of fabric, he barely acknowledged my ­presence before turning to stomp down the hall on the balls of his feet in a shroud of Nordic indignation. I closed the door and followed him to the living room, padding down the corridor carpet that, for some reason, was ­sopping wet. Despite his agitation the movements of his well-proportioned body were graceful as he slid himself onto the floral sofa, resting his head at one end and flinging a tanned leg over the fattened arm rest at the other. I sat down cautiously on the couch at right angles to his own, careful to avoid treading on a giant red-wine spill on the carpet, sprinkled with a token drizzling of salt.

			Perhaps because of his South American parentage, Ren had none of the dour, inhibited manners associated with the Scandinavian races and soon he was chatting with me in his direct, staccato manner.

			‘So! Waddya do, man? You’re a journalist, right, yeah?’ His large foot waggled in my face.

			I told him I was writing a book about the Gold Coast.

			‘Hmmph! Nothing to write, man.’ He arose in a swift move­ment and, with a slight tug at his silk boxers, headed towards the kitchen.

			‘Why do you say that?’

			‘Well, what the fuck is here? They got no buildings, no history. Nothin’ but drunk bitches walkin’ round Surfers goin’, “Can I fuck you?”’

			I began to laugh. Ren’s imitation of an Aussie bogan chick through a thick mélange of accents was a riot. He changed the subject. ‘Oh, man! I was out till five last night.’ He faced me across the kitchen bench as he poured a large tumbler of water. ‘And then when I came home I found my friend from Sweden asleep in my room! I said, “Who the fuck are you?” And he’s like, “It’s Stephen.” So I said, “Great! Let’s go out again.”’ He turned his back to me and began to rummage through the fridge. ‘So we did. And then Krystal’s kids woke me up at seven-thirty. Oh, man, it’s always the same thing.’ He pointed to his bedroom. It came off the living room and had slatted doors like a broom closet: it was filthy, strewn with clothes and detritus; the bed had no sheet. ‘You can hear everything.’

			‘I’m sorry I woke you,’ I said.

			He paused. ‘Nah, don’t worry about it, man.’ He stopped his rummaging and drank some more water. ‘You know Krystal’s got three kids, don’t you?’

			‘Ah, no.’

			‘One lives with us. The other two are with their dad in Brisbane. All three are here every weekend. It’s fuckin’ bullshit.’

			‘I see,’ I said, momentarily distracted as I became aware of a second presence on the balcony to my right. Turning to look, I watched as a dark-haired girl stumbled out of the sliding glass doors of what was soon to be my bedroom, a mobile phone to her ear and a hangover that, even through dirty plate glass, I could see was appalling. She had made it halfway across the balcony before she looked up and darted back into the bedroom. I turned back to Ren. ‘How old are you?’ I asked.

			‘Twenty-one,’ he replied, hunching down in the couch opposite, his legs spread, drinking the water with one hand and fiddling with his crotch with the other.

			‘And Krystal says you’re a model?’

			‘What? Nah.’ His eyes opened wide. ‘Stupid bitch! I study Japanese at Griffith University.’

			Suddenly, out of the bedroom and into the living room emerged a second girl. She was tall, roughly nineteen, and with big boobs shoehorned into a pink top. Her dyed-blonde hair was wet, the black roots in the centre of her scalp cascading in symmetrical rivulets of barren tundra beneath the melting glacier of bleach. ‘Hey you, bitch!’ demanded Ren. ‘What’s with the red wine on the carpet?’ I looked down.

			‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘I didn’t fuckin’ spill it.’

			‘Sure,’ he said sarcastically.

			‘I fuckin’ didn’t, you stupid fuckin’ faggot!’

			With that, Ren grabbed the girl and wrestled her to the floor, striding her chest with his naked thighs. With increasingly frenzied pumpings of her bosom and bursts of hysterical laughter, she attempted to remove herself from beneath Ren’s haunches. Then the phone rang and Ren lifted himself up to answer it. The girl picked herself up and flopped down on the couch with a violent thud of her big back. ‘Hi there! I’m Krystal.’ It was apparently a popular name on the Gold Coast.

			The girl with the dark hair emerged hesitantly from the bedroom. ‘Hello,’ she said shyly, ‘I’m Sheena.’

			I chatted with them. They were eighteen and worked at Shooters, a gigantic beer barn on Orchid Avenue decorated in a mock Western motif. They had called in sick last night to get drunk with George and Ren.

			Ren got off the phone and began to run around the room, chasing the girls. I went outside to inspect the view from my balcony. Leaning over the edge I craned my neck to ­examine the grounds of the complex. Eight floors below, the pale blue pool composed of two irregular overlapping circles lay unused in the cold. To the left sat a green barbeque area surrounded by little pavilions of mock Bedouin tents in white plastic. Behind those, bordering the edge of the complex, stood a huge wall painted in an ­illusionistic mural of drifting clouds. Towering sentinel-like to the north, completing a triangle that contained the pool in its centre, were the other two buildings of the Moroccan. These rose much higher than my own to terminate at their thirtieth floors in an absurd confection of pseudo-oriental balustrades and shining translucent domes. I thought they were marvellous.

			I went back inside. Sheena and Krystal had each cracked open a tin of bourbon and Coke. ‘Want one?’ asked Krystal, as the wind rattled the glass doors. I declined. Ren began to pour himself the remainder of the red wine. I looked at Krystal. ‘Did you just dye your hair again?’ The black roots were gone.

			‘Yep, just done it in the sink.’

			Sheena turned to Ren. ‘I wanna see two boys kiss, Ren. Will you kiss a boy for me?’

			‘Nah, fuck off, you stupid bitch.’

			Her mouth dropped open. ‘Ren, you are so rude,’ she said before dissolving into delighted giggles. With that Ren disappeared into his bedroom and returned to deposit ­several magazines with a loud slap into Sheena’s lap. ‘Here,’ he said.

			‘Ohmigod, I don’t wanna look at cocks,’ said Sheena before quickly opening the first magazine, a publication entitled Stroke and featuring the explanatory banner, useful for the embarrassed housewife who had been intending to pick up Home Beautiful: ‘Jerk off stuff for guys.’

			Sheena read aloud from the magazine while Ren and Krystal played a game of slaps, seeing who would flinch first. I turned to watch Sheena’s reading: ‘That summer I rode my bike down to the beach near my home in San De-ij-ee-o. I was only sixteen and the fleet was in town ...’ before turning my attention back to Ren and Krystal who were delivering one another a series of increasingly powerful blows. Just then, Krystal cracked Ren to the side of the head and he, in response, delivered a powerful punch to her right breast. Krystal let out a scream and buckled in pain, clutching at her chest. Turning her back on Ren she wobbled towards the bedroom, her body racked with sobs. Ren jumped up and ran after her. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ he said, pulling little faces of consolation and attempting to stroke her back. Disgustedly she held her face in one hand and pushed his groping hand away with the other as she disappeared into the bedroom. Ren turned to me holding his hand to his chin and pulling his lips wide to reveal two rows of perfect teeth set in an expression of exaggerated concern. He knew he’d gone too far.

			Sheena seemed unconcerned: ‘“What are you doing here?” asked the sailor with the black hair ...’

			‘Is she all right?’ I asked. Ren turned to me and shook his head nervously.

			Suddenly, Krystal came flying out of the bedroom and, with a savage swing of her fist, cracked Ren on the back of the head. She was laughing hysterically. Ren was so dumbfounded by the eloquence of her deception that he just turned and stared. Krystal put her hands on her hips and raised her freshly bleached head in triumph.

			By this stage George, the housemate whose room I was taking, had also risen from the bedroom. As I paid him the bond and he wrote out my receipt, the security buzzer issued a powerful screech. Above the intercom a small blue video screen glowed slowly into life to reveal the image of a blue-blackened face lost in shadow.

			‘Oh, shit. Is it him?’ asked Ren.

			‘I dunno,’ said George, carefully inspecting the screen. ‘But let’s get the fuck out of here.’

			‘Oh, fuck!’ said Ren as he leapt from the couch and into his room. I was confused. ‘Wait a second. Who’s “him”?’ But no one was listening; they were all too busy groping for their swimmers as they made a dash for the door. In seconds we had all piled out of the unit and crammed into the lift that would take us down to a steamy indoor pool ringed in mock North African pillars. Inside, the oxygen was low and the air smelt like chlorine. My head smarted. I turned to George. ‘Why are you leaving the unit?’ I asked.

			‘Oh, you know. Just some personal reasons,’ he said with a Mediterranean flowering of his palms before slipping into the spa between his two young friends. The girls squealed and Ren took slugs from his red wine. I was tempted to get in but was now running dangerously late for my plane and something told me that there would be ample opportunities for similar encounters in the weeks to come. I made my goodbyes.

			‘See ya next week!’ called Ren from the spa and the girls cheered as I walked into the cold. Outside, the palm trees stood bowed in ragged parades of supplication; the bitter wind clawed at my face. My hangover, however, had shifted now to a kind of pleasant stupefaction. If this morning’s events were at all typical, then I could at least be sure that my stay on the Gold Coast would provide the diversion I was seeking. Newly invigorated, I made my way to the highway and the bus which would take me on the hour-long journey to the airport.
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