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THE BIRTHDAY PRESENT

Picker didn’t notice the body until he almost tripped over it. His mind had been elsewhere while he struggled to maintain his half-drunken barefoot shuffle along the plastic strewn shoreline of the otherwise beautiful tropical black sand beach. The first rays of the morning sun were creating a typically spectacular Balinese dawn lightshow and despite the early hour it was already warm and humid, which was doing nothing to slow the onset of the mean hangover that Picker could feel coming.

He’d lost his shoes somehow, but thankfully he was still wearing most of the clothes he’d worn the night before. He’d awoken naked and hungover in random places with little memory of the previous evening many times in his life and they had rarely been good experiences. At least this time a quick check of his clothing revealed that while he’d also lost his wallet, he still had his point and shoot camera that produced outstanding quality photos but was small enough to fit in his pocket. Picker never went anywhere without some sort of camera, he’d learnt that lesson a long time ago.

Regardless of the beginnings of what would no doubt be a monumental headache, it should have been a special day for Picker. After all it’s not every day you turn 40 years old and despite a lifetime of hedonism, debauchery, drugs, alcohol, poor diet and questionable lifestyle choices, Picker had got there in one piece.

For most people, their 40th birthday is a milestone to be celebrated among loving friends and family with a no expense spared, once in a decade party. A recognition of hurdles overcome and a raised middle finger in defiance of the obstacles ahead. A nod from the universe that you are one of the warriors of the planet, a gladiator that has so far survived everything it can throw at you and armed with the lessons of the past, is determined to make the second half of their lives even better.

If he was at all romantic, Picker would have appreciated the breathtaking sky streaked with its incredible mix of oranges, reds and golds that only nature’s colour palate could create. He would have looked inland at the coconut palms, lush vegetation and the still active volcano, Mount Agung, rising majestically in the background with a layer of cloud covering its peak and he would have smiled and thanked the universe for such a beautiful moment to celebrate his achievement.

But Picker didn’t have a romantic bone in his body, unless you count his love for money and there would be no handshakes and backslaps from mates or family gatherings in his honour. Oh, there had been a party last night alright, and a big one at that, but not one Picker had been particularly welcome at.

“I must be losing my touch,” he cursed to himself, index finger reaching deep into his left nostril to dig out a chunky mix of dried booger and cocaine residue. “There was a time when no one would have dared reject me that way!”

He cast his mind back over what he could remember of the previous evening, trying to work out where it had all gone wrong. Earlier that day legendary American surfer Jimmy Slide had won an end of season top five shootout at the Keramas surf break and had been crowned the Global Surf Association (GSA) world champion for a record number of times. Picker had joined most of the33 world’s best men’s and women’s surfers at the bar of the Komune Resort to celebrate. He hadn’t told anyone it was his birthday, but he felt secure that they knew and were quietly planning at least a quick rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’ and a few free drinks at the bar in his honour. 

Unfortunately, he was met with an indifference that had been becoming increasingly common in recent times. The stars of the GSA World Tour like Jimmy Slide, Taj Long, Gabriel Andre, Kalani Johnson and newly crowned women’s world champ Stephanie Birch ignored him at best, or at worst favoured him with a look that said he wasn’t welcome on the island let alone at the party. A lot of the other surfers who saw how the stars reacted to him followed their example.

Despite this there were plenty of sycophants, arse kissers and people downright scared of Picker’s influence that meant he soon had a reasonable group hanging in his party circle while he held court. Once he’d deliberately let slip it was his birthday there was enough shouted drinks and fake love from those hoping to curry favour that things had begun to look up for the once legendary surf photographer.

As the night wore on, he’d gotten just shy of rotten drunk. Catching his eye was a young and impressionable rookie pro surfer who clearly was a little bit star struck and in need of that special kind of promotion only Picker could provide. Unfortunately, when Picker suggested they retire to his hotel room to go over the more ‘intimate’ details of what they could do for each other, the young pro expressed his disgust and ran away as fast as he could. A rejected Picker had then needed to search out and pay a creature of the night to satisfy his particular brand of twisted desires. 

Picker was once one of the most famous surf photographers in the world. How he still remained in the industry was nothing short of amazing to those on the inside that knew his full story. To many he had been a guru. A man that, when in his prime, was almost mythical in his understanding of the surf industry, its players and how to make them famous. 

That was of course well before the ‘Pamela Affair’ forever changed how surfing and surfers were seen by the rest of the world. The Pamela Affair turned previously relatively underground surf heroes into international tabloid media paparazzi gold mines almost overnight. With that came huge amounts of money and fame at the small cost of surfing’s soul.

Surfing and the surfing industry had come a long way since Picker first picked up a camera. All those years ago he was just a fresh-faced kid working for the local newspaper with an innate ability and sense of timing to capture incredible images of fast-moving action sports. A weekend assignment to photograph a local kid who’d just won the state surfing titles was the lucky break he needed. The photos from that session were exceptional and that young surfer went on to be a star of the day. Picker quickly became the go to man for all the surf magazines during a period when pro surfing was just a brotherhood of friends united in trying to scratch a living out of the sport they loved with a passion. 

As time went on though, Picker began to lose his Midas touch with the camera at about the same speed he was developing his more bizarre sexual habits. The problem was that Picker didn’t surf. In fact, he was about as comfortable in the ocean as a camel and the new crop of surf photographers were all half decent surfers themselves. 

It was the beginning of the end and he’d known it. How could an overweight, balding landlubber approaching middle age compete? These new photographers were all tanned and fit with perfect smiles that instantly made them friends with pro surfers, company magnates and magazine head honchos alike. Then came social media and suddenly these guys had tens of thousands of followers on Stalkbook and Instafamous as well. In fact, the surf magazines had begun treating the photographers themselves as some sort of hero to be worshipped. In Picker’s eyes it was almost unethical!

It might have been the end for Picker and the increasingly seedy lifestyle his photography financed if it wasn’t for a certain multiple world champion and his relationship with a big name and incredibly well-proportioned American movie actress. 

Jimmy Slide was the clean-cut American kid who barnstormed onto the GSA World Tour and completely destroyed all challengers. Slide was the ultimate poster boy for surfing. Supremely fit with a shock of classic surfy blond, curly hair and bright blue eyes, Slide could have made a fortune as a male model. All around the planet people swooned over his image. Then he would open his mouth and speak so articulately and intelligently that anyone else who wasn’t in love with him soon were. 

Thousands of teenage girls had posters of Slide emerging from the surf clad only in a pair of board shorts with saltwater dripping from his immaculately tanned torso. Teenage boys had posters of him surfing all sorts of amazing waves in ways no one else could. Models desired him, milfs adored him, fathers wished their daughter would bring him home, LBGQTI magazines frequently ran photos wishing he was gay and more than a few perfectly straight men admitted they had a man crush on Slide. He was, to put it simply, a very hard man to dislike. 

Slide quickly became the darling of the surf media. Then when he started winning world titles it was set in stone. Jimmy Slide was God. The Messiah who wasn’t a naughty boy. Slide was the saviour of the surf industry and the figurehead of Quickbong, the biggest surf brand at the time and the man to take surfing from a fringe sport to a blue-ribbon Olympic event.  

When he met and started dating Pamela Stack, the most famous female actress in the world with a string of Best Actress Oscar and Golden Globe awards to her name, the world went into a frenzy. Stack was a goddess, every part of her was something straight out of a teenage boys’ ultimate fantasy - long golden legs, slim waist, full natural breasts, piercing green eyes and a shock of raven black hair almost reaching her waist. In just about every office in the world there were conversations around the water cooler as to who was the hottest female to ever live- Pamela Stack, Marilyn Monroe, Jayne Mansfield, Angelina Jolie or any number of other big screen goddesses. 

Slide and Stack quickly became the biggest ‘It’ couple on the planet. Every single low down, dirty, no-morals tabloid magazine and website in existence had multiple cameramen dedicated purely to catching as much lewd filth as they could. Unfortunately for the gutter press, they were the squeaky cleanest of couples. There was less dirt to be found on them than under a manicurist’s fingernails.

With no other choice they started to look elsewhere and fortunately with the hottest actress in fifty years dating a surfer it didn’t take long for every actress, actor, model, CEO millionaire, billionaire megalomaniac, social media influencer and 90% of the rest of the planet to decide that dating a surfer was the ultimate thing to do.

Almost overnight surfing became an unrecognisable beast. Quickbong’s shares that were trading at a few cents suddenly became worth hundreds of dollars, as did its main rivals GoMerch and Ricool. Right behind it came a whole host of surf companies that popped up overnight- Highlife, Voltan, Homegrown Maniacs, Rugged and many more. Suddenly if you were a surfer that had previously done alright in the local club contests and scrubbed up okay for the local ladies you were a good chance to have a seven-figure contract on your table, half a dozen lawyers competing for the right to make it bigger and way too many models and wannabe actresses offering sexual favours you didn’t even think possible.

With a lazy million-dollar industry quickly turning into a crazy multi-billion dollar industry next came the filth, the dirty secrets, the twisted lusts and the depraved actions. Surfers had always been known as the ultimate hedonists due to their love of a good time, but they suddenly found that with access to millions of dollars and star power, their lusts and depravities could be expanded to a whole new level. Much to the paparazzi’s delight, they soon found they didn’t have to go far to find a river of muck so deep that they could fill every grotty tabloid website and magazine on the planet with low ball content for many years to come, and right at the forefront of all of that was Picker.

For Picker, the rise of surf tabloid journalism was a gift beyond all recognition. That photo of Taj Long doing some kind of amazing manoeuvre in perfect surf was worth maybe $1000 at best, perhaps a bit more if his sponsor GoMerch used it for an advertisement. However if you took a photo of Long, naked in the spa with Oscar nominated actress Cameron Dimary, like Picker managed to do from the bushes on one glorious night, then the gutter press would outbid each other well into the hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

On that special night Picker had heard through his extensive list of underground surf gossip mongers that Long and Dimary might have something going on. Ignoring a solid swell pouring into the Margaret River surf contest in Western Australia, Picker had instead crawled through the dense karri forest behind Long’s nearby home hoping to get the scoop. To be honest it wasn’t that hard. He’d hidden in that same bush a few times before over the years for creepier reasons than this one and knew the perfect place to remain unseen, but with a clear view of any action that might go down.

Tucked in amongst that forest overgrowth with the very real threat of deadly snakes and red back spiders, Picker was as difficult to see as an elite soldier. From there he and his high-powered camera lens had the equivalent of a front row seat while he filmed straight into the luxury outdoor spa that was a big feature of Long’s multi-million dollar residence. From there he captured one of the greatest illicit recordings ever, as Long and Dimary proceeded to emulate half a dozen scenes from the best pornographic videos ever made. 

Picker burned every bit of camera memory card space he had in his possession that night. The first bids for his footage started at $50,000 and just kept going up. Tabloid magazine Womens Life bought the R rated photos for $650,000. For a while it looked like the X rated footage wouldn’t see the light of day until GoMerch secretly paid Picker another million to release the raunchiest stuff viral on the net. Just like the classic home pornos of Karis Hitton and Lynne Ladashion the ‘accidently’ leaked sex tape turned the well-endowed and thus well named Taj Long into an internet sensation. GoMerch’s stock price rose 25% overnight and once again Picker was a player in the surf industry.

Such were the many thoughts going through Picker’s mind as he shuffled along the shore dodging fallen coconuts, bits of bamboo and scattered litter in that morning glow. Suddenly he became aware of someone just ahead laying on his back casually gazing up at the colourful sky. He looked familiar to Picker and as he took another step, he realised it was none other than Jimmy Slide himself. 

It was of no surprise to Picker that Slide was here on the beach at dawn despite having just won a world title and been out celebrating the night before. Slide was always chasing the perfect uncrowded wave. He probably hadn’t even got drunk!

“Typical,” Picker thought. “Bloody hippy world champion! The sooner he retires to live out the rest of his days growing a beard and surfing his beloved waves the better. Maybe then a real champion like the wonderfully depraved Bunker Haze can win the world title!” 

The idea brought an involuntary smile to his face for he knew that it would create a media shitstorm making hiding in the bushes worthwhile for many years to come.

“Beautiful morning,” Picker called out with about as much conviction as a long-time junkie saying he was clean. “The swell is on the up!”

There was no response from Slide. Picker figured he was probably doing some kind of Zen, alternate meditation bullshit. For a moment he thought about leaving Slide alone but just in case there was some sort of juicy bit of gossip he could pry out of the world champ, Picker kept approaching.

As he took a step closer something felt off. That filthy, ghetto sixth sense Picker possessed when sniffing out the guts of a new dirty, half-truth tabloid story was screaming at him. He called out again and still there was still no response. Slide simply lay there continuing to stare at the sky. His eyes were open, but Picker suddenly realised they saw nothing and the soul that once inhabited this fine example of a human body had left for good. 

Jimmy Slide, multiple world surf champion, the greatest person to ever stand on a surfboard, lover of the hottest woman on the planet and breaker of a million hearts, was dead.

Picker’s heart pounded and his mind raced. A huge surge of adrenalin coursed through his body in a way that he had only felt once before on that fateful night when he caught Long and Dimary in the act. A small part of him wondered if he should try CPR and see if he could revive Slide. 

“I should go to the authorities,” he thought. “This is a crime scene and I shouldn’t disturb it.” 

But then the rest of him realised in a happy kind of way that Slide was well past being resuscitated and there was no need for false guilt and a token effort to revive him. No, instead Picker’s mind whirled with the possibilities. Right here in front of him was a dead world champ and not just any dead world champ but the GOAT- the Greatest Of All Time - who just happened to be the boyfriend of the most famous actress on the planet!

Picker mercilessly stomped down any guilt that might have existed in a normal human being and pulled out his camera. This was the scoop to die for! Slide was dead and he wouldn’t care if a bunch of photos were taken of him in his final resting pose, would he? 

Then another thought came to him. Who said this had to be his final pose? Surely there was a better position that took advantage of the morning light and was sufficiently sleazy that every website or magazine in the world would write a blank cheque for the privilege of featuring the best photos?

Picker re-adjusted Slides last position into something more to his liking. Fortunately, rigor mortis hadn’t set in. As he snapped away and covered all the angles with his camera, his hangover and bitterness miraculously disappeared, and elation took over. This was the exclusive that guaranteed him at least another ten years in the game!

A dead world champ, it was the best birthday present he’d ever been given...
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THE QUIKBONG PRO

Gold Coast Queensland
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Chapter 1 CAPE FEAR
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As the horizon darkened, Dirth ‘Havoc’ Spidder knew he was about to enter a world of pain. There was a not unrealistic possibility that sometime in the next sixty seconds Havoc would be dead. Strangely that thought was almost comforting for the fit, good looking detective from Cronulla, New South Wales. Months of frustration working undercover trying to bust open a drug ring while associating with lowball dealers, meth heads and various other local deadbeat scum had taken its toll. 

Although he almost preferred the dipshits he was forced to hang with on a day to day basis than one of the other constants in his working life - his boss, Senior Sergeant Bruce ‘Smithy’ Smith. A man whom Havoc firmly hoped Hell had a special place reserved for when his heart finally gave up pumping blood around that bloated body.  

To make matters worse the surf had been flat for way too long and Havoc, like many surfers, saw his time in the ocean as the best cure for all the shit going on in his life. There had been the odd little wave here and there, but Havoc was an adrenalin junkie. Try as he might, small surf just didn’t go far enough towards healing his soul from the darkness that came with pretending to be someone he wasn’t, to impress people he really didn’t like, in the hopes of putting some of them in jail.  

The only thing keeping him sane recently had been his love for other extreme sports. The local skate bowl had been okay for a spare hour, but the best fun had been the few wind free days he’d been able to load up his Yamaha YZ250 dirt bike and hook up with a couple of his Cronulla mates - Shagga and Robbie Rockstar. The trio would then head up the coast to Morriset, just out of Newcastle where the Clowe brothers- Magic Mike and Lightening Luke - had a freestyle motocross compound with a couple of 75-foot ramps that were sweet to do tricks off.

The rush from hanging off the back of a dirt bike, superman style, while sailing over a big jump was right up there for Havoc. Not to mention the extra satisfaction knowing the gigantic fit he knew his boss would have if he had any clue of the risks Havoc took to satisfy his adrenalin junkie nature. One slight mistake jumping over that distance and broken bones were almost guaranteed!

Despite the fun Havoc had been having on his dirt bike, it was big waves that really tweaked his nipples. His frustration at the lack of swell had reached boiling point when Havoc finally saw an angry purple blob on the local swell charts suggesting a big swell was due to hit the East Coast of Australia very soon. Unfortunately, it had two things going against it- the wind direction for the peak of the swell looked less than ideal and he was supposed to be working!

At 23 Havoc hadn’t even reached his prime but he was still an imposing figure.  He had short, dark hair, clear blue eyes, strong chin and a very athletic build. He’d been a cop since he was legally allowed to join just after his 18th birthday. Growing up it hadn’t been even remotely one of his dreams to be a policeman let alone an undercover detective. No, he’d wanted to be a fireman like his dad, Philip Spidder, but when his old man had passed away on the job fighting a huge bushfire threatening the lives of residents up on the north coast of New South Wales, the idea of being a fireman had immediately lost its appeal.  

Havoc was just 15 years old when it happened and losing his dad had sent him into a downward spiral. If it wasn’t for Philip’s good friend, Glen ‘Patto’ Patinsen, himself a Detective Sergeant with the NSW Undercover Branch, who knows where Havoc might have ended up? Certainly there was a time when there was a much better chance Havoc could have been thrown behind bars himself, instead of helping to put people there.

It had been the patience of DS Patinsen, who perhaps got some measure of comfort for the loss of his best mate by mentoring his son, plus Havoc’s love for surfing, mixed martial arts and extreme sports, that eventually saved him from going down the wrong path. He was a very good surfer in just about all surfing conditions, but at 186cms he was perhaps a bit too tall and muscular for small waves. However, he made up for it with a quickness and lightness on his feet that had surprised several low life thugs who thought they could outrun him over the local neighbourhood fences when he was back in his Probationary Constable days. 

When he was young his dad had enrolled Havoc in self-defence classes and over the years he had trained in several different disciplines. He’d even won the odd amateur boxing and MMA fight. Despite the training Havoc was a pretty laid-back guy. He didn’t really have a short temper, but if you prod a bear enough times that he snaps and goes nuts on you, then don’t complain when that angry bear tears you apart. It was why Havoc enjoyed the odd fight in the ring. It allowed him to let the bear off the leash.

Many thought that was how Havoc got his nickname. Others thought it was from his love of extreme sports and his fearlessness in big, crazy waves. A number of surfing magazines had featured photos of his mad antics and he was well respected in underground surfing circles. The truth is that it was from neither, but something much darker from his lost years after his dad died that gave Havoc his moniker. He preferred not to think about those days but kept the nickname to remind him of a past he didn’t want to return to.

As that first wall of death approached it appeared as though Havoc wouldn’t have to worry about his past for much longer, or his future for that matter.  To be perfectly frank, this was a downright stupid situation to be in, even by his standards.

Havoc was sitting on his own in a late afternoon angry, messed up ocean only a few metres from an incredibly shallow rock ledge off the entrance to Botany Bay, where over 200 years ago Captain Cook sailed past and laid claim to the continent of Australia. Waves impossible to ride surged onto that ledge in an explosion of white water almost as high as the cliffs above, then sucked back out to sea propelling huge chunks of wash to smash back into the incoming waves making them twice as big and turning the whole zone into a place no sane person should be.  

Cape Fear the locals called it. At this moment never a truer name had been used to describe a surf spot. It was a start to finish death trap where if you messed up, huge rocks were just metres away ready and waiting to turn you into crab food. On a sunny day when the wind and swell is absolutely perfect, it’s almost rideable and the few remaining genuine surfing magazines left after the Pamela Affair send their photographers to capture real surfing for an increasingly shrinking core audience.

When the swell is a bit bigger or not quite so perfect, jet skis are often used to give the surfers a chance to even the odds a little.  By using the jet ski to tow the surfer in, they gain some extra time and speed to catch the wave. Hopefully that allows them a chance to outrun it into the safety of the channel and away from the ever-present barnacle encrusted rocks that have destroyed so many bones and egos since it was first surfed not long ago.

Then there are the days when it’s just too big, the wind is wrong and the swell direction makes it almost impossible to escape the wave into the channel. The days when any sane human being would be somewhere else or coming up with excuses to tell their mates to cover their fear of being anywhere near the ocean when it’s so freaking out of control!

It was one of those days that Havoc found himself out at Cape Fear wondering why he was so determined to have such a short existence on the planet. He could only put it down to sheer stupidity and a need to quit the system he was caught up in. 

The setting sun had disappeared behind a bank of clouds making it even darker and Havoc still hadn’t caught a wave. Some big sets had come through previously but even though Havoc was fearless and more than a little bit crazy, there’s still a difference between crazy and downright suicidal and those waves simply weren’t makeable. 

Havoc had been starting to regret not having a go at one of those impossible waves. His ego was clashing with his sense of self preservation, and his ego was starting to win. 

“I’m not going in without catching a wave,” he thought determinedly. “This is my set. I’m going one of these waves no matter what!”. 

The first wave of the set looked the safest option to Havoc. Or was it? It was the smallest and with the barnacle covered rocks of what is affectionately known as the Surgeons Table only metres away, each subsequent wave, already larger than the first one, would collide with the backwash from the previous wave making it bigger and meaner.

But if Havoc fell on the first wave of the set, then he was nothing but shredded meat for the Surgeons Table when the next waves hit. To make matters worse there was nobody on the headland watching him to perhaps call an ambulance if things went wrong, he hadn’t told anyone he was coming out here, not even his mum! If he disappeared the only indication of what happened would be his abandoned car.

“Fuck it!” thought Havoc. “If I’m going down, I’m going down in style!” 

With the decision made he let the first wave of the set explode on the rocks and paddled out further in anticipation of the bigger waves behind it. This set was from a slightly better angle than the previous ones, perhaps giving him just a tiny extra chance of surviving. The second wave was big but clearly the third wave was by far the biggest as he could see it already feathering out the back, ready to unleash its full fury.

Havoc scratched over the top of the second wave and the monster behind it revealed itself in its entirety. It was bloody big, but there was a thickness to it as well. The sheer volume of water in this wave was nothing like anything that had come before. 

“This is the one,” Havoc thought, psyching himself up. “No time for being a pussy. No second thoughts. Don’t worry about the backwash. Just put your head down, paddle fucken hard and go!”

With that Havoc’s mind calmed and his thoughts cleared. These were the moments he thrived on and all the other bullshit going on in his life became background noise only, in fact it didn’t even exist. Just one man, a wave and his desire to take it on and emerge unscathed.

As the black monstrosity approached Havoc spun his board and started to paddle as hard as he could. Ahead of him was a nightmare of huge rocks and swirling white water, enough to turn any man’s bowels to liquid. While the natural instinct for a surfer is to paddle towards the safety of the channel, Havoc knew better. His one chance to make this wave was to paddle even closer to the rocks and perhaps get a lucky speed line right through the guts of the wave. 

Havoc continued to paddle furiously as the sun came out from behind the clouds for a few moments of magic light. Somewhere under him he knew was a specific rock that created a slingshot into the wave giving him a better chance of surviving the take-off. 

Suddenly it appeared just as the wave lurched to its full height. He had misjudged the location of the rock by a metre or so but there was no turning back now and as the wave heaved, he jumped to his feet and leaned forward as hard as possible, trying to get his momentum down the wave face.

He dropped down the near vertical wall holding on with only the tips of his toes just as the backwash from the previous wave hit. The wave jacked to twice its size and Havoc found himself airborne in complete freefall with his arms above his head and his feet completely detached from the board. Death or serious injury was now certain!

In years to come Havoc would often replay those couple of seconds back in his mind and at no stage will he ever understand how he could still be breathing let alone walking. He remembered the moment the backwash hit, throwing him off balance. He remembered the roar of the wave behind him and the clash of water on rocks just metres ahead. Some small part of his brain had recognised that he’d finally bitten off more than he could chew, and he was about to pay the ultimate price.

But somehow as Havoc landed at the bottom of the wave, he found his surfboard was still under his feet. He stumbled, then corrected himself and held on as what seemed like the entire ocean heaved over the top of him in a monstrous barrel so dark and round that had anyone been watching from the shore he would have completely disappeared from view. 

It was like a scene from a movie theatre, not something real. Havoc’s entire world became nothing more than an overloaded vortex of noise, adrenalin and swirling water. Now that he was on his feet with his board under him there was a chance. He was enveloped in a huge tube while in the distance he could see the golden light of the setting sun showing him the way out. 

Time stood still and seconds felt like a lifetime as that image was burnt into his memory forever. He made some subtle adjustments and drove his board towards the rapidly closing exit. It felt like he wasn’t going to make it, but then at the last possible second there was a loud hiss as the wave compressed, forcing a huge rush of air and water out of the tube and propelling one very relieved surfer safely into the channel.

For a few minutes Havoc sat alone, head in his hands, emotions firing in all directions as he tried to process and comprehend what had just happened. Part of him wanted to scream out loud and throw his arms in the air, but he found he couldn’t muster the energy. Surviving that moment had taken everything he had. It was the wave of a lifetime.

As he clambered up the rocks in the darkness, he looked up at the big headland above and a small part of him wished there had been someone there to witness such an incredible moment. That way he could share the story and perhaps be reassured that the moment was as death defying and life altering as it felt. ‘If no one saw it- then it didn’t happen’ was a term that Havoc and his mates often used when teasing each other about stories of bravado they told when no one was there to provide witness to the truth of the tale.

“Well I guess it didn’t happen!” he chuckled to himself as he stripped down out of his wetsuit in the empty carpark a little while later. 

What he hadn’t seen was the photographer that had left in his car moments earlier who had captured the entire wave in all its glory.
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Chapter 2 THE GLOBAL SURF ASSOCIATION
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There was plenty of action in the office of the Global Surf Association’s CEO - Peter Hirt. The GSA’s world headquarters was an opulent, eight storey building overlooking the surf at Burleigh Heads in southern Queensland. Hirt’s office occupied the penthouse suite on the top floor with a prime view of the surf, but more importantly had an adjacent suite that doubled as Hirt’s living quarters. If asked why the GSA was funding such lavishly expensive living quarters for their CEO, Hirt would reply that it was so he could work day and night on keeping the GSA running and did not need to waste precious time stuck in traffic each day. 

Hirt did indeed work very hard to keep his beloved GSA running smoothly, so while this was a valid reason, it was actually only partly true.  The real reason Hirt enjoyed the privilege of such a glorious penthouse was that it provided a readily available Casting Couch for any young, sexy up and coming female surfer eager to push her case for being awarded a wildcard into the next big surfing competition. 

It was almost too easy for Hirt. He’d invite them to his office and they would be star struck right from the start. The furniture was incredibly expensive, signed photos of world champions adorned the walls and the big glass windows looked almost straight into the barrel at the Burleigh Heads surf break. They would discuss how this was a huge opportunity to launch her career and that lots of girls were eagerly applying for that coveted spot in the competition. Hirt would drop a few hints suggesting a ‘you scratch my back and I will scratch yours’ type situation, see if the young lady was bright enough to take the hint and then whether she was desperate enough to follow through. 

If she was either not street smart enough to read between the lines, or more likely, had enough self-respect to say, “thanks but no thanks”, then Hirt would shake her hand and wish her the best of luck while advising that there were a lot of worthy candidates for the spot and he would call her with his decision in due course. Only on very rare occasions would the call be then made in her favour. This was usually when the candidate was simply too good a surfer to be overlooked, especially if the event was at her home beach. Like when the squeaky-clean current women’s world champion, Stephanie Birch, first came on the scene a few years ago asking for the wildcard into the Quikbong Pro at her home break, Snapper Rocks.

Birch was a country girl at heart and just didn’t pick up on what Hirt was putting down. She had no clue what the hints Hirt was dropping meant and she’d left the office on cloud nine thinking she had impressed him and was a good chance of being awarded the wildcard. Hirt on the other hand was left frustrated and determined not to give Birch the shot, despite the uproar it would have caused both locally and nationally, as all the true surf magazines had dubbed her the next big thing.

Two hours later the incredibly sexy Dyanna “Dream” Fream was in his office pitching why she should get the wildcard. Fream immediately picked up on Hirt’s subtle hints and within a short time he was inviting her next door to his private suite, where she entertained Hirt with a series of extremely flexible and dynamic sexual positions that had sown up the wildcard spot in record time.

Later Hirt was working on the press release that would try to justify why Fream, a very promising up and coming surfer herself, was getting the wildcard instead of the local star in the making. He was struggling for reasons when he got a call advising that Hawaiian World Champ Karissa Kai was injured and had withdrawn from the event. With another spot open, Hirt was saved and both girls got a wildcard into the competition. Despite being a wildcard, Stephanie Birch went on to win her first ever world championship event, knocking out her extremely well performed fellow wildcard Dyanna Fream in the semifinals on her path to the win. Hirt had come out of it looking like a genius.

Images of Fream naked from that casting couch session replayed in Hirt’s mind as he sat in his office looking out the window at the never-ending parade of bikini beauties walking up and down the footpath following the edge of the beach. She had probably been the best he’d had and to his mind a more than willing participant on the day. Much to his disappointment, she had never given him a second go. She’d taken her chance and made it count and was now firmly established on the world tour.  By all accounts plenty of others had been treated to the delights of Dream Fream to the point she was also known quietly as ‘Dirty Dy’ behind the scenes.  

Hirt dragged his mind away from sexual conquests and back to the job on hand. He was preparing for the second event of the new year – The Quickbong Pro. Which was not an easy task after the chaotic finish to last year’s World Title showdown at Keramas in Bali and the equally challenging events since.

The death of the greatest and most significant surfer of all time, Jimmy Slide, within hours of being crowned a world champion for a record number of times, had provided a monumental challenge for the GSA and especially for Hirt, but it was one he had relished and thrived with. There was no doubt that the massively popular Slide was almost solely responsible for surfing becoming the monumental cash cow it now was, but in a way, Slide had been too clean, too nice and too much the pure surfer. 

The world had started to get bored with the complete lack of gossip and smut from what had become a long-term relationship with Pamela Stack. Even Stack had started to shun the limelight and had become more like a devoted housewife than an international sex siren. Just prior to Slides death, Hirt had begun to notice a worrying trend in the worldwide surf market. Almost all the stock prices of the big surf brands had seen their value drop for the first time since Slide joined the tour. Even the GSA’s significant revenue stream had slowed down and some of its more extreme spending, such as renting the entire luxury office block Hirt was now sitting in, had started to be questioned.

All that had changed with Slide’s death. The paparazzi, mainstream media and gutter tabloids had gone into overdrive and wallowed gleefully in the pig trough of Slide’s demise. Even now the momentum created from that publicity wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down at all. 

With the death occurring in a relatively quiet part of Bali, the easily corruptible and poorly trained local police force available when it happened suddenly found themselves in a situation way out of their league. Unfortunately, it didn’t help that at the time of discovery, no one realised this wasn’t just a drug addicted tourist they had found in a bizarre sexual position on the beach, but one of the most famous athletes in the world. So their response and preservation of the crime scene had left a lot to be desired.

Keramas is halfway up the east coast of Bali, an hour’s ride from the far more chaotic tourist areas of the west coast like Kuta, Legian and Seminyak. The police were usually only called on to book the odd foreigner for not wearing a helmet on a scooter or occasionally make a minor drug bust that was easily forgotten with the exchange of a few rupiah. Serious crime such as murder was rare and usually solved within minutes when the very remorseful partner of the deceased confessed after half the community had intervened to solve the crime. 

But the possible murder of Slide had been completely different. For one thing, the list of suspects for the local police to sift through extended far beyond a couple of close friends and relatives. Instead, there was the entire professional surfing tour- it’s athletes, judges, organisers, sponsors, coaches, friends, partners, family, general hands, groupies and hangers on plus locals and copious random tourists as well. None of which the understaffed local police struggling with English as their second language had any real chance of properly interrogating. By the time the USA had sent some experts over to help find out what happened to their beloved hero athlete, circumstances had spiralled out of control, and it was too late. 

Given Slide’s supreme fitness and aversion to alcohol and drugs it was unlikely his death was from natural causes or accidental overdose. So there was a chance he had been murdered, but in a monumental cockup by the local authorities, Slide’s body was mis-handled before the experts arrived and he was accidently cremated, destroying any chance of testing the body further.

And so, with almost no hope of the true culprit being found the media was at its most creative, especially with the aid of the epic photos of Slide’s final resting pose that a mystery photographer had sold to the tabloids for a record price. According to any number of experts and inside sources, Slide’s death was a result of anything from drug deals gone wrong to old favourites, like the spurned lover theory where anyone from the local prostitutes to international celebrities to possible gay lovers were trucked out and given their time in the spotlight as a potential culprit.

It was like some kind of bizarre comedy. Each week the paparazzi would uncover a person or theory that claimed to have solved the riddle of the death of the popular world champ.

“I had Slide’s Illegitimate Baby so Pamela Stack had him Killed!” trumped one headline.

“Murdered Surfer Involved in Mexican Drug Cartel” screamed another or such pearlers as

“World Champ Surfer Murdered After Being Caught in Bed with Ladyboy Lover!” and the best yet

“International Cover Up as Alien Anal Probe Discovered as real reason for Champion Surfer’s Death!”

Unsurprisingly, Slide’s mysterious death had still yet to be solved and the way things were looking it may never be. But his death was the gift that kept on giving for Hirt and the GSA. It was as if Slide had one last contribution left to pro surfing and he’d made it count in the best possible way. Once again share prices of all the big-name surf brands were skyrocketing and the GSA’s revenue stream was spectacular.

The GSA owned surf schools all around the world, plus dozens of wave pools, surf shops and, through a number of dummy corporations, even had significant stocks in some of the major surf merchandise companies. With Slide passing away the GSA was cashing in bigtime. Already they had made tens of millions out of the memorial merchandise like the ‘Slide Lives On’ T-Shirts. Best of all for Hirt was that he received a percentage of the royalties from Slide’s final photos after he had secretly helped broker the deal for their sale for the gloriously depraved Picker. 

Hirt didn’t really like Picker, hell no one did, but he had to admit that his brand of gutter surf journalism was worth millions to the GSA. Hirt knew that Picker had disturbed Slides body, he just didn’t care. Like musicians who write great songs and can live off the royalties forever, Slides death would be pumping money into Hirt’s and the GSA’s overseas bank accounts for many years to come.

Going into the first event of the new year, the prestigious Pipeline Masters in Hawaii, there had been lots of excitement within the old school surf media about who would take over the mantel from Slide. The main frontrunners were thought to be the hugely popular Hawaiian Kalani Johnson, Brazilian Gabriel Andre and emerging Aussie superstars Matt Wilson and Jake Roberts. Many believed these young surfers represented the future of world surfing. All were amazing surfers and just as importantly they all had massive followings on social media. Johnson and Andre had both already won their first world titles and most felt it was only a matter of time before Wilson and Roberts joined them. 

Wilson was your typical Aussie ratbag surfer who had really made the most of his fame. At almost every surf competition he had a new super model under his arm. As such the paparazzi loved him and he loved them back. It was the perfect symbiotic relationship. Wilson used his time in the spotlight and elite Instafamous ratings to get some of the world’s hottest ladies into his bedroom. He made sure there was always a curtain at least half opened in that bedroom and a sneaky text to a couple of his favourite paparazzi took care of the rest. The next issue of Womens Life would feature Wilson and the super model on the cover, both their Instafamous accounts would go ballistic, the paparazzi would collect their cheques and everyone was happy.

Gabriel Andre was the leader of the Brazilian charge. Born in the dirt poor favellas of Rio de Janeiro he was a super hungry surf contest machine. Nicknamed ‘The Terminator’ for his ability to totally destroy opponents and lack of emotion when he did, Andre was nevertheless one of the most popular athletes in Brazil, rivalled only by one or two soccer players. Andre also had a love for super models, although in his case it was usually at least two at a time, making him another paparazzi and GSA favourite. 

Hawaiian Kalani Johnson was the opposite. He was the surf prodigy destined for greatness from a very young age and despite his shyness and shunning of the media, his sheer talent and good looks had helped cultivate a huge social media following. His image was squeaky clean and he regularly called his mum to say he loved her. Something that really pissed off the surf paparazzi. 

Hirt had to agree with them. It had been bad enough with Jimmy Slide being so loveable but when Johnson came into the mix it was almost too much. Last year the two fought out a final in epic eight to ten foot Teahupo in Tahiti with Slide just getting the nod with a near perfect heat score of 19.90 out of 20 to Johnson’s 19.50. The whole thing was an almost sickening straight out surf-bro hippy lovefest with everyone carrying on about how surfing was the winner. The core surf media had loved it. The worldwide paparazzi smut machine barely gave it a mention. Hirt had wanted to vomit.

So Hirt wasn’t particularly upset when the second great tragedy struck the GSA. Kalani Johnson had drowned while surfing big waves at his beloved Banzai Pipeline in Hawaii just days before the Pipeline Masters was due to start. The stories were vague, but it seemed Johnson may have been overheard saying something about not feeling well and that he would catch the next wave in. A monster set appeared, he caught it but wiped out and then disappeared underwater for several minutes. Eventually his lifeless body was found with significant head injuries from hitting the reef and despite repeated attempts to resuscitate him, Johnson was pronounced dead on arrival at hospital.

Hirt was on the island at the time and had immediately rolled up his sleeves and gone into power CEO mode. This was the stuff he thrived on! It was why he got paid the big bucks and had been given the leeway for his penthouse suite and casting couch habits by the GSA Board of Directors. 

He’d called a press conference and announced that out of respect to Johnson and his family, the Pipeline Masters would be cancelled for this year. It was a move met with approval from the surfers and core surf media. They had been concerned that the GSA’s continuous grab for money and lack of morals would lead to a ‘Show Must Go On!’ mentality. The word around the athletes was that maybe with the loss of two of the world’s best, the GSA had pulled its head in and started to take the feelings and wishes of the surfers into account.

Unfortunately, the reality was completely different. Running surf contests is an expensive exercise and they are really only created as a publicity machine to provide the framework for many of the GSA’s other sometimes dubious income generating activities. Hirt had gleefully cancelled Pipeline and hopped straight on a plane home, knowing that he’d saved the GSA millions in running costs and believing the publicity generated by Johnson’s death on the back of Slide’s would more than make up for any perceived loss from the event not going ahead. 

It had so far proven to have been a masterstroke by Hirt. Surf company stock prices were back to record levels and sales of Johnson’s memorial merchandise was rivalling Slide’s. Meanwhile the worldwide media had gobbled up the misery of the two surf superstar deaths like a truffle pig on heat and the anticipation coming into the Gold Coast surf contest was at an all-time high.

Hirt’s mobile phone chirped and he checked to see who was calling him. It was Luke Perrot, former pro surfer, the current President of the Professional Surfers Union and a real pain in the arse. The PSU had been on Hirt’s case big time lately. They felt that not enough had been done to find out what happened to Slide and if indeed he had been murdered. 

Hirt mentally prepared himself for whatever lies he would need to tell and reluctantly answered the call. 

“Hello Luke how’s things?”

“Gday Pete, yeah not bad except for this shitshow that’s been going down. Any updates on what happened to Slide?” Perrot asked in his typical Aussie drawl.

“No news at all mate. They’ve hit a brick wall. We’re still trying to find out who took the photos of Slide on the beach to see where that leads but Women’s Life aren’t saying shit. They’re claiming they were sent them anonymously but that’s hard to believe.”

“Yeah, I’m hearing you. Have they talked to that guttershit Picker? I’d bet my house that worm’s involved there somehow. He was lurking around the presentations that night being the typical sleezy fucker he is.”

“No idea,” Hirt lied smiling to himself. “I haven’t seen or talked to Picker since last year. He’s been seen hiding around the usual night spots here on the Goldy with his camera now that all the surfers are in town and as far as I know he’s still got the same car. Usually when he has a big score, he buys himself a new sportscar and disappears underground to whatever sleaze club he favours for a few months. So, I’m guessing it’s not him.” Hirt had specifically told Picker not to do anything out of the normal and miraculously he’d listened. They both knew if it got out who had taken the photos and who had profited from their sale, there would be a lot of trouble for all involved.

“Yeah, I heard that too,” said Perrot somewhat disappointed. “The surfers are concerned about their safety at the Quikbong Pro. They think there won’t be enough security. They’re a bit nervous after the news about Kalani Johnson.”

“What news is that?” asked Hirt genuinely interested.

“Didn’t you hear? Word is Johnson might have been poisoned or drugged. Had he not hit his head and drowned he might have been dead anyway!”

“Shit no I didn’t hear that!” Hirt was caught off guard.

“Yep, I was in a Surfers Union meeting with all the crew last night when I got the call from Johnson’s mum.  That’s why they’re all worried. I think they’re waiting on a few more toxicology tests. She’s going to let me know when they find out for sure.

Hirt’s mind immediately went into overdrive. He wasn’t sure if this was good or bad news. Mostly he was just pissed off that he hadn’t heard about it first.

“So, what are you going to do about security at the Quikbong?” Perrot continued.

“Geez mate I don’t know,” Hirt replied. “I mean you suddenly tell me that surfers are worried about their personal safety. Not that long ago they were arguing that security was too strict, and they couldn’t get enough groupies into the VIP section for their pre-heat blow jobs!”

“Steady on Pete that’s a bit rough!” Perrot was clearly put off by the truth in Hirt’s comment. “Even if that’s true it’s now possible one of those groupies could be a killer. Surely it’s not going to cost you too much more to hire a few more security guards?”

“I suppose it can be done,” Hirt conceded. “But I don’t want to hear a peep out of your boys if security kicks out the wrong fluffer!”

“No worries. Thanks Pete. They’re all a bit shell shocked anyway, so I’m not sure too many of them will be going overboard with the extracurricular activities. We’ve had two of our best gone forever in a short period of time. That shit scares you!”

“Is that everything Luke?” replied Hirt, keen to end their conversation quickly.

“Yeah that’s all for now Pete. At least the surf will be good from Monday onwards. Have you seen that cyclone brewing out to sea?”

“Yes I did,” Hirt lied. He wasn’t going to admit he couldn’t give a shit what the surf was like. “Monday you reckon?”

“Yep. Winds look good too. The weekend will be pretty small, but Monday looks epic!”

“Well, we will be running Saturday and Sunday no matter what. The sponsors have insisted they want the weekend crowds,” Hirt lied again. The GSA secretly owned a significant chunk of Quikbong, so there was no pressure one way or another. Hirt just loved having competition days on weekends on the Gold Coast. There were ten times the number of bikinis on the beach and the parties were insane! “I guess we will just run the women’s heats and the blokes can surf on Monday.” 

“Mate the ladies aren’t going to be happy with that!” Perrot was now flustered. He represented all the surfers and while the males were generally satisfied with their lot, the women were always whinging about something. “Cooper’s going to be pissed for sure. Guaranteed you can expect a heated phone call from her. The rest will be wanting an explanation too and nothing you can say is going to satisfy them. Surely you can wait until Monday? You’ve got the time haven’t you?” 

“Like I said Luke, the sponsors have spoken and my hands are tied. We start this weekend with the women’s heats. Unless you want me to run the men’s instead?” Hirt knew the answer he would get.

“No that will have to do,” interjected Perrot quickly. They both knew the male surfers would crucify him if they had to surf rubbish when there was a chance to surf one of the most notoriously crowded waves in the world at its best with only one other surfer in the water. 

Obviously the girls wouldn’t be happy either, but if it had to be one or the other then it was a simple decision. There were more voting male surfers in the PSU than females who decided whether Perrot kept his job and who didn’t like seeing Dyanna Fream, Belle Silva, Claire Cooper, Stephanie Birch or Tiffany Totthil in a bikini?

They said their goodbyes and Hirt hung up. The phone call had left him with a lot to ponder. The situation with Kalani Johnson was out of his hands. In due course no doubt the Hawaiian police or Johnson’s family would release a statement about whether he had been poisoned or drugged before his head was plastered across the reef. When they did, he could just cut and paste the GSA’s previous statements regarding Slides death, make a few changes and release them with Johnson’s name attached. That part was easy.

The main job at hand was putting the finishing touches to the many details required to run a successful surf competition. Hirt had a good team that were well drilled in getting everything done but it was mostly left to him to take care of the ugly bits, like the greasing of local politicians and VIP’s palms, keeping the surfers happy and making sure there were the appropriate drugs and ladies available for anyone who wanted to partake. 

Security was run by an old friend from Hirt’s childhood days- Trent ‘Murder’ Mercer- who happened to be president of a prominent bikie gang- The Cadaver Brothers. He was also Hirt’s go to guy for the drugs and the ladies. The two of them supplied a huge quantity of narcotics and hookers every year and made a tidy side profit whenever the Quikbong Pro was on.

Before Perrot’s phone call, Hirt had been casually wondering what to do in regard to the running order of the competition. Now the solution had become simple, but it would come at a price. Sure as hell that jumped up whinging cow, Claire Cooper, would complain once again about the women’s heats being held in bad waves while the event waited for the surf to get good to run the men’s. Surely she could see the bigger picture here? The men surfed better and the women looked better. It’s just the way it was! 

Why couldn’t Cooper be more like world champ Stephanie Birch? She would be angry too, but at least she’d smile, don a bikini and go out there and wiggle that hot arse in the tiny surf as best she could. Even Fream knew how to play the game, and she was one of the best female surfers in big waves there was. Did she complain when it was small? No! Any excuse to put on the latest Quikbong micro G-string was a good one in her mind.

Then there was that smoking hot little sexpot, Tiffany Totthil. She had recently joined the GSA tour, and her surfing was only just good enough but no one seemed to care. The sight of her strutting around the competition area in a bikini not much bigger than a postage stamp with perfect surgically enhanced breasts and long blonde hair cascading down to a tiny backside made life worth living!  

Thanks to her poorly kept secret affair with head judge Renae Parry, Totthil had done very well in the last few competitions but that really had to stop. If that little minx was going to fuck anyone behind the scenes to get places on the GSA Tour, it would be Peter Hirt that bent her over the couch, not an easily replaceable surf judge.

So, the contest would begin on Saturday. If Hirt ignored the whinging surfers everything else seemed to be in place for a smooth start. Thanks to all that beautiful new revenue from the deaths of Slide and Johnson, the Quikbong Pro was now offering the biggest prize purse for a surf event ever. 

All those thoughts of money and bikinis triggered a familiar bulge in Hirt’s pants. He smiled to himself, pulled out his mobile phone and searched Tiffany Totthil’s number. 

It was time that strumpet earnt her place on the GSA World Tour.
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