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Fishing

The green tinged brass plaque proclaimed “Penalty for Spitting  £5”. The boy’s eyes searched the floor of the tram for signs that someone had defied the prohibition, but saw only squashed butts, an empty bottle, open neck protruding from a torn brown paper bag, and a crumpled ‘Ardath’ cigarette packet. 

Thirty years later he would learn from his Anglo Indian wife that Ardath was Hindi for ‘habit’ and would thus become privy to the death’s head joke perpetrated by some Indian Tobacco executive, but that would be after his mother had died of lung cancer. 

Now he was nine years old, sitting on the wooden slat seat of the tram as it rattled its way through the sheeting Sydney rain on its way to La Perouse with his father and George, a moustached ex RAAF pilot and half owner of their Kurnell shack...the weekender. Cold wet air swirled from the open doorways on both sides of the carriage and the passengers had bunched together in the middle to avoid being soaked.

The smell of damp wool blended with the rank rich smoke from the cigarette half cupped in his father’s hand. He’d smoked like that, held the glow hidden, for all the years of his khaki exploits in the Middle East and later in New Guinea with the Second Thirty-Third Australian Infantry Battalion. 

The names, a private and secret language loosened only by  beer and smoke, late at night over cards in the company of his father’s Digger mates, fellow survivors, tumbled through the boy’s mind;  Mersah Metruh, Beersheba, Milford Highway, Balikpapan, Buna and Gona. 

The tarpaper walls of the weekend shack at Kurnell were no barrier to their stories nor to his imagination as he lay, pretending sleep, listening to the voices around the camp table. He was there when his father surprised the Germans at the fuel depot in the early desert dawn. Saw them fall under the Bren. His Dad’s mates called him “The Count” because of his Polish surname. 

He jumped with his father over a tussock at Gona. Saw the enemy, below him as he jumped, rise up; turned but not in time to stop him as the bayonet went in under Allan Berry’s ribcage. He’d shot the Jap and he’d cried with his father for not being “quick enough...fuck it!” as he cradled  Allan and wondered at his last words

 “No worries, Count, no worries...”

Outside, the Housing Commission flats of Maroubra had given way to open grassed rolling countryside. 

Long Bay Gaol loomed on the left, a tall grey forbidding sprawl where good behaviour was rewarded by working with a shovel in the sunlight outside the walls. No sun, no well behaved today.

The boy wriggled close to to the warm, alive bulk of his father, kicking the canvas bag with his heels a little further under the seat and checked his grip on the wooden shaft of the speargun. Its twin cylindrical orange rubbers swayed with the movement of the carriage. The steel catch, which would hook into the notch at the base of the spear when it was loaded, clinked against  grey metal. 

Across from them on the facing seats two swarthy men were talking. Their clothing was somehow old fashioned and different. 

They had large moustaches and their hands moved emphatically in time with their loud and completely unintelligible conversation.

George and his father had been talking about the cancelled race meeting at Randwick and wondering if the ferry would still be running when they got to La Perouse.

The torrent of alien sound from the two foreign men rose to a peak, accompanied by more and more expansive gestures. His father and George had fallen silent.

Suddenly George, a thin, nervous streak of a man, jumped to his feet and slammed his open palm against the side of the doorway.

“Speak fucking English, you Reffo bastards! You’re in OUR country now. Speak English or fucking shut UP!”

He sat down again. Silence and hatred colder than the rain outside pulsed from him. The veins at his temples roped and rippled as he stared implacably at the two men. His ice blue eyes were red, narrowed. 

“Just make a move. Just make a fuckin’ move” he hissed in a whisper through clenched teeth.

The boy watched as his father laid the gentlest of restraining hands on George’s arm. The gesture seemed to deflate him, drain the poison. George slumped, eyes closed. He crossed his arms and legs and shivered. Later his father would tell how George had spent three years in a POW camp and try to explain what “shellshocked”  meant.

The two strange men remained silent, stunned. 

The boy had seen real fear in their eyes when George had towered over them; felt it spread from them in a surge which had reached his own chest and lapped at his kidneys. But now they kept their eyes downcast, looking anywhere but at George. They inched imperceptibly apart on the seat. 

Where before they had been what ...friends arguing? companions in a passionate discussion about politics or opera or football? Now they were separate, isolated from their dangerous fellow passengers and each other by language and history and fear. They got off at the next stop.

Out to the right, Bunnerong Power Station sat stark in the thin, windy rain. Then they were at La Perouse. End of the line. 

On fine Sundays Eric the Snake Man would be there with his writhing hessian bags full of  deadly danger and sometimes there were Aborigines who demonstrated woomeras, bullroarers and boomerangs, but not today. 

The rain was getting heavier and the promise of an early nightfall was unbroken by any hint of sunlight. 

They walked quickly with their gear to the shop next to the wharf, bought fish and chips; a ritual, a tradition, no matter the time of day or the weather. The steaming butcher’s paper tore open at one end to reveal the best chips in the entire world. A bit on the soggy side, admittedly, but with the peel unremoved and the eyes fried to a delicious metallic standstill.

At Kurnell, they had to time their jumps to the jetty with the rise of the ferry at the tops of three successive swells. The ferryman didn’t want to tie up for fear of getting smashed against the piers and, as soon as they and their gear were safe on the wharf, he was off, full throttle back home across the bay. It was dark.

The boy turned to watch the waves as they surged out of the night into the pool of stark illumination from the lone jetty light bulb.  They fragmented in spray before they could curl, their only symmetry in  their depths. 

He wondered what the fish did when the surface raged.

They made their way by memory and the light of a single torch North along the track, up past the big pine trees where he’d made his first barefoot contact with cowshit two years before; a shy city seven year old, fastidious tender sole breaking through the unseen crust and sinking into the cool sludge. 

Across the flat paddock, scene of willing summer cricket matches and three a side Rugby. No swooping magpies in this wet night. Tomorrow, if the sun shone, he’d remember to take a stick with him for the birds when he went to get the billy of milk from the kiosk at the top of the hill; maybe get a packet of Maynard’s Wine Gums if his father was free with his change.

Inside the shack, methylated spirit was a blue waving flame in the metal cup  below the delicate mantle of the Tilly lamp. The father pumped fiercely just as the cup bubbled dry and the mantle burst into flameless unlookable white. The roaring hiss of the Tilly was soon accompanied by the lower note of the primus stove. Steaming orange baked beans disgorged from the can onto the chipped enamel plate

The boy, belly full on the camp stretcher, drifted on the incoming tide of sleep. The muted murmurs of George and his father rose and fell like diminishing waves on the other side of the tarpaper wall. The smell of rum; the sound of George, sobbing.

“Why did we do it, Count? Why did we fight that fucking war? ....Just so these dagos could take over the country with their dago food and their bloody dago lingo? If they’re gunna let ‘em in, they should make ‘em learn English ...make ‘em!”

Next morning, magpie warble and sun streaming through mozziewire windows woke him. 

Twelve paces from the wire door; the rule was ten, (but that was ten of his father’s, so he added two more to make up for the difference of his tiptoe stride) he stood bravely barefoot in the steaming still wet grass and peed against the base of a tall, fragrant eucalypt.

Footsteps in the grass behind him and the father was there at his side, unbuttoning the fly of his shorts.  

“Thought we might get over to Green Rock around eleven, catch the tide, see if we can’t spear some dinner. Whaddya reckon son?”

The boy thought of the hike along the track past Solander Point, Skeleton Cave, to get to Green Rock. 

Thought of the hours spent watching the big, dear man shrunk to a puny dark mote bobbing in the immense waves of the Tasman Sea. His father would be lifted and carried, seemingly helpless, towards the jagged rocks by a huge swell, then at the last possible moment before impact there would be a skyward flash of flippers and he would vanish. 

Unthinkable minutes later, (the boy had timed him at three with his birthday wristwatch but it seemed like a lifetime) he would reappear  a couple of sets out, bursting like a seal through the surface. Then the boy too could breathe out, his mounting panic subsiding like the green and white lace patterns on the rock shelf below. 

“No thanks Dad. Reckon I might duck down Sutherland Point for a swim and then go down the wharf this arvo... catch some bung for bait tonight. We got any burley?”

“Yep, there’s mullet gut and stale bread. I’ll mix it up if you’ll go and get the milk for brekkie”

“Fair enough.”

Around midday, The boy lazed in the calmer waters of the tiny cove, within sight of the old jetty. Feet towards the shore, he stretched out stomach down on the rock shelf, submerged in the sunwarmed shallow water. Twined fingers in the weeds were a tenuous anchor. 

The soft tubular seaweed cushioned him, caressed his skin, and while this fringe of the limitless ocean lulled and rocked him in its slow, amniotic  pulse, he drifted in reverie.

He wondered what his father was doing. 

Wondered too, about George. There was something, a  meanness to him that made the boy always want to give him a wide berth. George rarely smiled; always seemed ready to either explode or break down in tears. 

The boy had often seen him cry, mostly with a full load of rum on board. He felt for George what he would only later, as an adult, be able to identify as contempt. But, by then, it would have turned to compassion. 

Late in the afternoon, dried and dressed in shorts and singlet, he walked down to the jetty. 

He swung the old billy can full of mullet gut burley. His handline, a few spare hooks and sinkers and a good sharp knife were in the salt stiffened canvas bag  hanging from one shoulder.

He stepped out onto the weathered grey wood of the wharf, warm and textured to his bare soles; felt the structure thrum and vibrate with the wave movement as he got further from land. 

 Feet dangling inches above the surface of the water, he sat and scooped burley out of the billy can with the back of his knife; watched it drift and slowly sink through the refracted sunlight shafting down into invisibility.

The Bung, more properly known as yellowtail, were hungry. The sudden shift from waiting,  line resting in the crease of his index finger, to the burst of adrenaline as the sharp tug came, was exciting, addictive. 

In a hectic hour he had caught twenty two, easily enough for bait for that night. Some of them, more than 30 centimetres long, were destined for the frying pan at breakfast. Sweet fish; bony, but worth it.

He packed up for the walk back to the shack. 

The lowering sun flicked burnt orange glitter across the dancing surface of the bay. He turned to go. Saw a flash out to sea. 

A huge tiger shark rocketed, shivering and twisting, suspended in air for the longest moment before it crashed down again. Behind it, in pursuit, the surge and flow, curve and dip of two large dolphins was a relentless counterpoint as they chased it across the bay. The shark broke water a few more times before hunted and hunters disappeared into the glare.

After dinner, the boy  knelt precariously on a chair, melting lead in a pan over the primus stove. He waited. The soft metal suddenly relinquished its solidity and changed in an instant to silver liquid. He got down from the chair and poured it in a steady stream into the steel sinker mould. He finished the casting and rested the pan with the residual lead on the table. 

A dishevelled George, red eyes puffy and unfocussed, appeared in the doorway. He leaned unsteadily against the jamb, one hand gripping the frame, in the other an almost empty bottle of rum.

“We’re setting the alarm for ha’past ten, George. You fishing tonight?” asked the father.

“I’ll give it a mish, Count” he slurred, relinquishing his hold on the door. He began to negotiate the table and chairs as if they were obstacles in a complex maze, each deserving of its own  summoned concentration; stepping stones in space. Suddenly, he lost his balance completely. He crashed into the table, tipped the melting pot.

The boy saw the molten lead fall in slow motion towards his bare foot, unable to react fast enough as he desperately juggled the sinker mould and grabbed unsuccessfully at the  pot. 

Felt the brief, intense heat as it splashed over the upper surface and stood amazed as it instantly solidified in a thin sheet. He felt no pain. Not yet.  

He bent down and peeled off the metal cast; turned it over and saw the perfect imprint of his instep and toes. The father was kneeling beside him in an instant, surveying the damage. 

The skin was bright red, but there was no blistering.

“It’s not too bad, mate. Lead cools down pretty quick, thank Christ. Let’s get some tomato onto it quick smart”

He kept waiting for the pain to come, expecting it to overwhelm him at any moment. Amazingly, there was none. Heat, discomfort, but no pain.

A fresh cut tomato was his father’s remedy for any kind of burn. The  cool moisture smeared over the area. It did feel soothing.

George, meanwhile, blustered apologetically, the rum smell coming off him in waves as he sat, legs akimbo, among the scattered globules of lead on the floor. 

“Didn’t mean it. Dan the Man...sorry”

The boy bristled internally but said nothing. 

His father always insisted on calling him by his full name, introducing him proudly as ‘Daniel, my eldest unmarried son...’ He’d explained that the name came from a Biblical Hero and said “Don’t let anyone call you Danny or Dan, son, those names aren’t in the Bible.”  

The boy had taken the full name as his own personal armour against the condescension of the adult world and the assaults of his own. George did not co-operate. The father stared cooly at him, said with disgust.

“It’s Daniel  George...dammit. Ah... why don’t you just piss off to bed!”

George cringed at the reproach, turned clumsily onto all fours, not even trying to stand upright, and crawled towards his camp stretcher. Soon he was snoring. Later that night, he did not stir as they rose, splashed water on their faces, collected the fishing gear and made their way out in moonlight  towards the wharf.

The breeze coming off the bay was chill.  The boy helped the father bait up, watched him cast into the silver distance and sat for a while alongside him while he smoked and talked about George. 

“Hard to understand son, but it’s not all his fault.  You’d have to be there to understand, and I hope you’ll never have to. Maybe  the Japs and the Germans are to blame; maybe the bloody Kings and Queens and Prime Ministers...buggered if I know. I do know that it’s not worth it...War. If there’s ever another one, when you’re grown up, don’t go! Maybe if they’re on the doorstep...but otherwise...promise me!” 

 “No worries Dad. I promise.” he replied, aware that this moment, this promise, was important, but not really understanding his father’s intensity.

As the moon rode the tide, he bundled up in the rough woollen greatcoat behind the gangplank the father had turned on its side to shelter them from the wind. Let the stars draw him out into their crystal reaches. He dozed.

An urgent squeeze of his shoulder snapped him instantly awake.

“Got a good one, son”

The tip of the rod arced, dipped forward, taut line slicing out into the unseen depths. Ease off and play him. Let him run, line hissing through the runners. Take up the slack. Reel him in a bit. Let him run again. The game went on for half an hour.

“He’s a big one all right, but I reckon I’ve got him. He’s tiring”

The fish was coaxed inexorably closer. The runs and surges got shorter, weaker, until it was time for the boy to grab the gaff and jump down onto the lower platform of the wharf.  The father leaned out at a steep angle to avoid getting the line caught on the piles. 

The head and body of a huge Jewfish frothed in the  circle of watery light spilling from the single bulb. He caught the point of the gaff under its gill and leaned back on the shaft, trying to lift, but it was too much for him.

“It’s too heavy for me Dad, but I’ve got him...I’ve got him”

Together they heaved the fish onto the planks. It flapped briefly, exhausted, then lay still. On the small spring loaded scale, it registered 65 pounds.  

Swift sharp blade, parting belly flesh, spilled entrails and remaining life onto the timbers. The man recovered the bait fish and swept the balance  over the edge into the water. 

Food for food. 

The boy, drawn into the huge glistening  eye of the fish, watched until it dulled and filmed, then he slept.

The two made their way dry mouthed and tired in dawnlight,  past the shrinking shadows of the big pines across the paddock, back to the shack.

The old, smelly kerosene fridge stood in the shade of  the lean-to.  The fish only just fit in. They washed their hands and faces under the tap of the communal water tank, then were quiet as they came inside, tumbled onto their camp stretchers. They slept until late morning. 

The boy paced his twelve steps behind the shack this time; another rule...never piss in the same place twice running. His gaze swept the grass ahead of his feet as he approached a big gum tree. It wasn’t until he’d unbuttoned his fly and looked up that he saw the hand, perfectly still, upturned on the dead leaves,  protruding from the other side. He froze. 

It was George’s hand.

He walked infinitely slowly around the base of the eucalypt. The tableau inched open to his vision. His heart hammered under his ribs and a thin whine began somewhere in his ears and filled his skull with ringing. Buzzing of flies grew louder.

George’s eyes were open, dull like the Jewfish. His head lay at an unnatural angle as his body had slid to his left across the tree trunk. 

He was angular, obscenely thin and pale, dressed only in his underpants, which were stained and stinking. 

Two long rents from elbow to wrist in the soft skin of the left arm were the source of the congealed blood which had spread in the grass. The boy saw the bloody knife lying where it had dropped. Flies everywhere. 

 “Dad....DAD!” he screamed. 

Stood rooted to the spot

Heavy footsteps pounding through the grass. 

Strong hand on his shoulder. 

The father, kneeling, taking in the situation. 

With one effortless sweep of his arm he lifted the boy, turned him away from the corpse. 

“You bastard” he breathed

“You poor gutless bastard!”
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