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‘R-r-rippler!’

Herbie Anderson’s shout came down from the crow’s nest like a bugle. A thin excited bugle wearing a sock on its head. Snook’s father tightened his grip on the wheel and peered hard. ‘Which way away?’

‘Dead ahead. Fifteen hundred yards.’

Blue Fin moved forward slowly. She seemed to have her nose down, sniffing for fish.

‘You’re right on the button, Skipper,’ yelled Herbie a minute later. ‘Looks like a real bonanza. A hundred tons if there’s one.’

Snook was almost bursting out of the wheelhouse with curiosity because he still hadn’t seen a thing. Blue Fin bore down carefully on the school, avoiding too much thresh and stir lest it should frighten the fish.

‘I see ’em,’ said Snook’s father suddenly as he picked up the choppy ripple ahead where the tuna were racing and milling about just under the surface. ‘Ready to start chumming, Stan?’

‘Ready.’

They were almost up to the school and the whole boat was poised for the first strike. The racks were down, poles out, Fritzie, Sam and Con buckling their safety belts, Herbie coming down hell for leather from the crow’s nest, and Stan ready at the bait tank with the first scoop.

‘And let’s hope they’re single-polers,’ Snook’s father said under his breath. Snook guessed why. With four polers they would really tumble the fish aboard if each man could work by himself, but when the fish were larger and they had to team into pairs or even threes it slowed everything down.

‘Chum!’ yelled Mr Pascoe. ‘Chum hard!’

Stan tossed the first scoopful of bait over the side, then whipped his net back into the tank for more. The live bait, chows and tommies mostly, flapped and flashed as they went over in a wide silver shower and then darted off in panic as soon as they hit the water. The tuna came after them like torpedoes.

They were southern blue-fins, the most perfectly shaped fish in the sea. The men in the racks could see them clearly now — streamlined and bullet-nosed, travelling just beneath the water at tremendous speed. They were thirty pounders, small as far as tuna went, but just about the maximum size for one man to handle on his own.

The four polers — Herbie, Con, Fritzie and Sam Snell — all had their squids in the water now, jiggling among the flashing bait. ‘Come on,’ yelled Herbie at the fish milling about almost at his toes, ‘strike, you lovely babies, strike!’ But the tuna seemed to be avoiding the squids — the strong metal lures with sharp barbless hooks nestling hidden in each tuft of feathers.

The squids hung at the end of metal traces that were connected through swivels and couplings to the short lines hanging from the bamboo poles which the men were holding.

‘Komm on feesh!’ said Con coaxingly. ‘You no lika my lovely squeed?’ Con was a migrant, a fisherman from the Mediterranean somewhere — Snook wasn’t sure where — who had only been in Australia a couple of years. But he was a first class poleman, young and solidly built, with forearms as strong as hydraulic hoists.

‘Looks like no go, Skipper,’ Herbie called to Snook’s father. ‘They’re not playing today.’

‘Stay with ’em for a bit,’ Mr Pascoe called back. ‘They might come good.’

‘Keep chumming?’ asked Stan at the bait tank.

‘Yes, chum up — not too fast. Just keep ’em with us.’

Mr Pascoe kept a bit of way on Blue Fin, enough for her to nudge ahead downwind, with the huge school of tuna swarming around her sides and stern.

‘Can I go out on deck now, Dad?’ Snook was still tingling with curiosity and excitement. ‘Please, Dad?’ He hated being cooped up in the wheelhouse, but his father was fiercely strict and he mistrusted anything Snook was likely to do. In fact, it had only been after days of pleading that Snook had been allowed to come on the trip at all. It was the end of January — the last week of the school holidays — and the tuna were really starting to run. Seven hundred tons had been brought in to the Port Lincoln cannery during the past week, and the whole tuna fleet was out, dozens of boats nosing about on the Continental Shelf as eager as ferrets after rabbits. And because Snook had to go back to high school the following week, his father had finally relented and told him he could come this time — but only under strict conditions.

The truth was that his father had no faith in him. Snook was a thin gangling fellow of fourteen who looked for all the world like the fish he’d been named after. He had the same straight tube-like body, the same long tapering nose, with closely set eyes and elongated jaw. The kids had been cruel to him about it; all through his primary school days they’d jeered at him over his nose and his nickname, and now it had followed him to high school. The teachers didn’t help either; some of them didn’t seem to know that his real name was Stephen any more than the children did, and Mr Smart, his class teacher, was as ruthless as a barracuda. He usually referred to Snook as ‘that poor fish’ and suggested that even if he was such a dolt in the classroom, perhaps with a shape like his he could make up for it at the swimming carnival. But Snook couldn’t swim very well either, and he was hopeless at football, so everybody wrote him off as a dead loss, his own father most of all.

‘For God’s sake don’t let him try to fix it,’ he always said to Mrs Pascoe if a fuse had blown or a hinge had to be mended or a latch-spring replaced. ‘He’s sure to muck it up.’ And whenever Snook pleaded with his father for a chance to go out on the tuna clipper, he was usually told that he’d only be in the way. ‘You’re so damn clumsy, boy, you’d only fall overboard, or get yourself drowned in the bait tank. You’re better off at home with Mum and the girls.’

When he’d been smaller, Snook had gone off by himself and cried his heart out after scenes like that until his big sister, Ruth, came and comforted him. But now he just shut up like a cockle and went off to the wharf to watch the ships. Some day, he told himself, he would run away to sea on a merchant ship. Some day soon. He knew he’d disappointed his father by turning out to be a weed instead of a big husky poleman, and he didn’t think anything could ever happen to change that now.

But in spite of the years of torment he was grateful and excited at suddenly being allowed to make this trip, even though he was being treated like a prisoner in the wheelhouse most of the time.

‘Still no strikes?’ his father called testily to the men on the racks.

‘Ne’ery a nudge,’ yelled Sam. ‘They won’t even rub their backs on the squid.’

‘Not itchy,’ said Herbie laconically.

‘Give ’em another minute and we’ll try live bait,’ Mr Pascoe shouted.

‘Hey, Skipper,’ called Stan Hodges from the chumming tank. ‘Can I give ’em two or three big scoops all at once to try to stir ’em up a bit?’

‘Try anything,’ Snook’s father answered, ‘as long as you make ’em strike.’

Stan dug his net into the bait tank and brought up four or five pounds of struggling chow, most of them not more than four inches long. He held the scoop poised for a minute while he watched the sea closely, trying to judge where the flitting forms of the tuna were thickest around the sides of the boat. Then, with a quick twist of the wrist he flung out all the bait at once. For a second there was a storm-shower of little fish raining down on one spot, and then another and another. It excited the tuna into a frenzy and they came wolfing and surging from all directions, darting like bullets, snapping up bait, competing with one another, and breaking the surface with fins and tails.

‘Strike!’ Herbie yelled suddenly, and heaved till his muscles cracked. A gleaming steel-blue tuna seemed to leap up and up in a smooth arc right over Herbie’s shoulder as he leant back hard on the pole. Then, just before it crashed down on the deck behind him, Herbie gave a twist of the wrist, the line went limp and the barbless hook came free. The next instant it was back in the water again among the flailing forms of the fish.

The tuna were ravenous blue demons now. ‘That’s my baby!’ yelled Sam Snell, bringing in a beauty that seemed to dance on its tail in the air until he swung it over his shoulder. ‘Ha feesh!’ Con shouted at the same time. ‘Gotta you now.’ Only Fritzie said nothing. He seemed to concentrate all his attention on the jiggling squid until a tuna bit; then he hauled back with a grunt and a ruthless pull as if there was some kind of private war between himself and the fish. Fritzie’s real name was Emil Eisenstein. Long ago his grandparents had come out to Australia from Germany, but most of the traces of his ancestry had disappeared, and now Emil was as Australian as a gumtree — which he somewhat resembled. He was tremendously strong, stronger even than the other three polers standing beside him in the racks, and he could go on throwing tuna over his shoulder for hours on end as if he was shovelling chaff.

The school was a good school. It kept on taking the squid and the four polers were soon as wet from perspiration as they were from spray. Stan was chumming steadily — just a handful of bait every ten or fifteen seconds to keep the fish agitated.

By now the after-deck was a shambles. As the tuna came down they struck with tremendous force, flapping and twisting and arching their bodies, thumping the deck with their tails in a staccato rattle as sharp as machine-gun fire. Sometimes the hooks tore right out of their mouths as they came aboard, sometimes when they were only just leaving the water. Then the traces zipped back like steel whips and the heavy metal squids cracked against the deck like rifle shots. It was a good thing that the men wore safety helmets, or they could have been killed by a single sidelong blow on the head.

There was blood everywhere. All over the beautiful blue shapes of the dying fish it lay splashed in smears and patches; it ran from their mouths and gills and daubed the rails and the white sides of the chumming tank. And as more and more fish rained down on the deck, sprawling over one another in all kinds of angles and attitudes, new blood ran down over the old.

By the time they were lying three deep, the afterdeck was almost full. From the wheelhouse Snook’s father could see the heaped up harvest of fish, and he could feel Blue Fin taking on weight at the stern. It was time to start getting some of the fish down into the brine-chilled hold below, but he hesitated about stopping the showering bonanza while it lasted. It was at times like this that he needed another crewman. Blue Fin had plenty of space below for a big catch — she could carry forty tons without any trouble — but her decks were small. In any case, it wasn’t a good idea to let the fish pile up too much because the ones underneath were crushed and bruised by the weight, and eventually the incoming ones began to slither over the side back into the sea.

That was how Snook got his chance at last. His father had been eyeing him for a while, evidently determined not to let him out of the wheelhouse. But no fisherman likes losing fish.

‘Listen,’ he said finally to Snook. ‘D’you think you can do something useful for once?’

‘Sure, Dad. What?’

‘A bit of chummin’.’

‘Chummin’?’ Snook couldn’t believe his luck. Of all the jobs on a tuna boat, chumming seemed the most romantic and appealing. To stand up by the bait tank with a full view of everything around him, and to act like a little god in the centre of all that fury and excitement, ladling out bait in a lordly fashion — it was what he’d always dreamt of. But his father held him back until Snook winced under the grip.

‘Take it easy, boy! Not quite so fast.’

He turned Snook round like a puppet. ‘We’ve got to make this change-over smooth and easy like. If you louse it up and lose the school you’ll end up in the bait tank yourself, so help me.’

Snook knew that his father meant it. ‘I’ll be careful, Dad. Real careful.’

‘You bet you will!’ Mr Pascoe put his head out of the wheelhouse. ‘Hey, Stan!’ he yelled. ‘Time to get ’em below.’

Stan held his chumming net poised for a second and eyed the cluttered deck around him. ‘Have to hose ’em first,’ he called, looking back at his skipper enquiringly. ‘What about a chummer?’

‘Let young Snook here have a go. But take it gently; don’t lose the school between the two of you.’ He turned to Snook. ‘Now, boy, get up there. And for heaven’s sake watch what you’re doing.’

Snook made his way gingerly out to where Stan was still ladling chow from the bait tank.

‘A dip a minute,’ Stan said. ‘No more. Just a slow sprinkle is all they need.’

Snook could feel himself trembling as he took the scoop and dipped it in amongst the flashing bait. ‘How much at a t—,’ he started to ask, but Stan had already gone. The tuna were still raining in as hard as the panting polers could haul them, and the decks were over full. Stan had to get them flowing down the chutes like logs on a millrace.

Snook was surprised at the weight of the scoop when he lifted it clear of the water. Actually he’d taken too much — five or six pounds of bait on the end of a six-foot pole was a heavy lift, and for a second of panic he almost lost his balance and felt himself falling forward into the tank. Stan saw him and yelled. ‘Not too much! Hell, you don’t have to empty the tank in one scoop. Just a couple of fish at a time. Keep teasing ’em.’ Snook’s second dip was more successful and he hastily flung the flashing fingerlings over the side for fear he’d kept the tuna waiting too long already. But they were still there, and the polers were still hauling them up in reckless blue arcs.

For a few minutes everything went smoothly. Stan Hodges started the fish flowing down to the freezing tanks, the four men in the racks kept up their rhythm, and Snook’s hands ceased trembling. He knew that his father was watching him like a kestrel, but he didn’t mind. He was out in the centre of action at last, with the wind on his cheeks and the shouts of the polers in his ears. He was fishing for tuna. A wave of joy swept him and he felt like shouting. This was the life all right — strong, hard and exciting. It made you feel good to be in it.

And then, quite suddenly, the tuna stopped biting. At one moment three big fish were hurtling aboard together, and at the next all four polers were leaning over jiggling their empty squids fruitlessly in the water. Minutes passed. Herbie danced his lure about on the surface. ‘Come on you bruisers! You can do better than that! What’s up with you?’ He sounded like a disheartened cheer-leader at a football match. But it had no effect.

‘Komm on feesh,’ entreated Con Kanopolis. ‘Whatsa matter dees time, huh?’

Snook felt a rush of panic. He kept on chumming mechanically but in his heart he knew that it was a waste of bait; once the tuna had stopped striking, that was the end of it.

‘I think we’ve had it, Skipper,’ Herbie called. ‘The end of the section here.’

‘Looks like it,’ Mr Pascoe growled. ‘Blast their eyes.’ Snook looked fearfully at the wheelhouse. ‘Shall … shall I keep on chumming, Dad?’

‘Give ’em another minute or two.’ Although his father didn’t say so, Snook knew what he was thinking. In some way he, Snook, was to blame again. The tuna had been biting madly until he’d taken over at the chumming tank. Then, unaccountably, they’d shied away. He was a Jonah. He went on chumming miserably for a few more minutes while the men tried live bait on the squids, but it made no difference.

‘OK! Parcel it up,’ his father called at last. ‘We’ll have to find another school.’ He opened the throttle of the main engine and swung away to the north-west. The men pulled up the racks, hosed down the catch, and stowed it away in the brine freezers as fast as they could. Snook stayed aft and helped them; he wanted to keep away from his father as much as he could.

‘Sam, take a spell up in the nest, will you,’ Mr Pascoe called after a while. ‘And a dollar for every rippler you see.’

‘You’re on,’ said Sam, swinging one of his long legs onto the first rung. ‘Just call me Spyglass — cousin to Long John Silver.’

Sam was not actually a Blue Fin crewman at all. He normally sailed on Dog Star, a veteran old boat owned by an even older skipper, Bob Clutterbuck, but because she was on the slip for a week with a broken propeller shaft Sam had agreed to make one trip with Bill Pascoe. He was a happy-go-lucky chap of about eighteen whom Snook had always hero-worshipped at school, because he could do everything. Football, tennis, swimming, fishing, water-skiing, yachting — even schoolwork. Sam Snell was good at them all. He was handsome too, with a bunch of blonde hair hanging over one temple in a way that made the girls swoon. Amazingly, too, he liked Snook. Or perhaps he pitied him. At any rate he usually had a kind word for him, or a cheery yell from the other side of the street. To Snook, poor pariah that he was, browbeaten, ridiculed and spurned, it was like having a kindly big brother.

Sam settled down in the crow’s nest and started his search. Down below, the other crewmen finished stacking the catch and cleaning the deck before flopping down for a breather. And in the wheelhouse Mr Pascoe was listening to the midday weather report from VH5BA, the special radio transmitter run by the South Australian Fishermen’s Co-operative at Port Lincoln to aid the tuna fishermen.

The forecast was good — fine weather with smooth seas and good visibility — but in spite of that there was still a lot of water between the tuna when it came to tracking them down.

Mr Pascoe set a course for the Four Hummocks, switched on the echo-sounder to watch for deep schools, and tuned in to the spotter plane that was searching the tuna grounds from the air. Sid Hanna, the pilot, was in good form with plenty of yarns and chatter, but whenever he did report a good-looking school it was always too far away for Blue Fin to have a hope of reaching it first.

Two hours went by. Herbie relieved Sam in the crow’s nest, the crew had lunch and lay resting, while Mr Pascoe talked to some of the other skippers by radio about the movement of the fish and the size of their catches. But they failed to find another school.

Strangely, Snook didn’t mind. He sat with Sam in the shelter of the wheelhouse, the sun streaming down hot and clear and the sea sparkling with a million mirrors. ‘This is beaut,’ he said, stretching himself luxuriously and yawning. ‘Fishing is fun, I reckon.’ Sam gave a snort. ‘Oh, sure! Beaut fun all right, when the wind’s like a knife of ice in your ribs and your back’s red hot from poling. Try it some time.’

‘Dad won’t let me stand in the racks. Reckons I might get washed off or something.’

‘Keep it that way, Snook boy. The racks is one place you want to stay out of as long as you bloody well can. Super kind of torture it is, specially invented for mugs like us.’

‘Don’t you like poling?’

‘Like it? D’you know anybody who does?’

‘Why do it then?’

‘Same reason everyone does. Money. Good money.’

‘But it doesn’t last.’

Sam stretched a long leg out of the shadow of the wheelhouse. ‘You’re right there. A poler’s only good for five years, I reckon. Then he needs to trade in his back or get a job testing foam mattresses.’

‘But it’s fun when the fish are really running. Like this morning.’

‘Some fun.’

‘I think it is.’ Snook looked sideways at Sam. ‘So do you, really.’

Sam laughed. ‘Maybe. But it’s the rest of the time that gives you ulcers. Ten hours sailing for ten minutes fishing.’ He cocked his thumb at the wheelhouse behind them. ‘Take your father in there. Boat to run, insurance to pay, family to keep, crew to feed … And all the time now he’s just cruising around burning up fuel for nothing.’

Snook had a momentary flash of insight into a side of his father’s life that he hadn’t really thought of before. But then the memory of the sourness and the daily jibes rushed back and swept away the little glimpse of pity he had seen. He leant far back, propped untidily against the wheelhouse. ‘We ought to do a lot better than this, though, don’t you reckon? I mean, look at all the gear — planes and radar and echo-sounders and freezers and diesels. It’s like a war.’

‘It is a war. And the sea is enemy number one. This fishing fleet is probably the best-instrumented fleet in the world for its size; it has to be because no other fishermen are crazy enough to try open poling in seas like this — but for all that, look at the casualties.’

Snook knew what Sam meant. Every year the toll went up: men hurt, lost overboard, drowned; clippers damaged, wrecked, snuffed out overnight without a trace in the grey waste of the sea. For the tuna clippers were really very small ships for waters like this. Twenty or thirty tons deadweight, most of them, with a beam of twenty feet and a length of fifty, they were no more than cockleshells in the vast reaches of the Southern Ocean. Yet they sailed far out of sight of land to the edge of the Continental Shelf where the ocean floor plunged down in a great glissade from its shallow coastal bench to the cold deeps beyond. Here an echo-sounder strumming gently to the tune of a hundred fathoms suddenly seemed to slip down a hillside two miles deep, and the crew, pressing their ears into the pillows on their bunks at night, dreamt bad dreams of the chasms beneath them on the other side of the thin hull.

Here, too, the winds stormed up from Antarctica on a rampage against the fleet, and the seas rolled unchecked for thousands of miles until they battered the jagged edges of Cape Catastrophe and Carnot and Redbanks and all the other cliffs and ramparts of the South Australian coast.

Between these hazards the tuna boats sailed back and forth, alternately threatened by the crushing shoulders of the sea on one side, and the bared teeth of the reefs and headlands on the other. Yet amazingly they survived, most of them, and every year brought back thousands of tons of fish between them.

Late in the afternoon Blue Fin came up with two small schools, but they didn’t yield much. By nightfall the total catch was still less than twenty tons — barely half of the clipper’s capacity. Mr Pascoe tuned in to the SAFCOL weather transmission again and decided to spend the night at sea; so he cut the main engine and just let Blue Fin drift.

It was an eerie sensation, drifting aimlessly on the high seas. The clipper seemed to ride rhythmically in a gently breathing world, a rise-and-fall motion like the movement of a conductor’s hands controlling languid music. The sea was in a tender mood. All night long she dipped and swung, and Blue Fin rolled easily from side to side like half a walnut in a hammock. Down below in his bunk Snook could feel the rock-rock-rocking of the boat as gently as a bassinet; he pressed his hips against the sideboard of the bunk and let his body flow with the universal rhythm. It was a peaceful sensation for somebody attuned to the harmony of the sea, although to landlubbers it was the root of all nausea — the sea’s finger thrust down the throat, a cup of brine in the mouth — that soon set the saliva running out of control and had the poor wretches heaving and wrenching at the rail with their backs as bowed as bananas and their eyes streaming salty tears.

Snook listened to the sounds around him: the clock of the water against the hull whenever a slightly bigger wave slapped against it gently, as if the sea was clucking its tongue, the snoring of crewmen in the bunks, the clunking and clanging of feet on the companionway every two hours when they changed the watch. Beyond the bulkhead, too, was the sound of engines, the oomph-oomph-oomph of the big compressor on the freezer, the hum of the alternator feeding electric power into the lights and the echo-sounder, the radio and intercom and radar-scanner, so that those below could sleep soundly in the knowledge that more than human eyes were keeping guard over them all night against the perils of the sea.

Although Snook had rarely been allowed to make trips with his father, he knew Blue Fin as he knew every boat in the fleet. Years of roaming along the harbour-side had taught him a lot about the ships — there had been the daily stroll on the jetties after school, the weekend clambering over dinghies and the holiday haunting of the clippers at their moorings or on the slipway. And then, as he grew, the odd jobs at the wharf, the eavesdropping at the radio room, the goggle-eyed excitement of unloading the big catches when the clippers raced each other into port to be first in line. Snook knew every skipper almost as well as he knew his own father — hard-bitten old Australians like Bob Clutterbuck of Dog Star and Rudi Obst of Petrel, hardworking newcomers from the Baltic and the Adriatic, like Stefan Peljo on Katrina, Mike Bubrisi on Gorfu and Jan Jelkilenko on Albacore, and dozens of others from local ports or the eastern States.

And so as he lay dozing in his bunk all through the night Snook was really aware of everything that was going on around him — not only on Blue Fin but in the life of the whole town and industry. He knew that Bob Clutterbuck was too fond of the bottle, that Mrs Jelkilenko was expecting a baby, that Rudi Obst was going to sell Petrel at the end of the season. He knew, too, that no one really understood the habits of the tuna very well, and that a lot of research work still had to be done for the industry by the CSIRO and other scientists. The big fish began to appear from the west in December and January, and disappeared off the Continental Shelf in May or June; they moved in schools, the fish in each school being of uniform size and weight. They were touchy about water temperature and weather. But details of their migration, feeding habits, rate of growth, breeding grounds and total numbers were sketchy. The only thing everybody seemed sure about was the tuna’s market value and kitchen flavour. ‘Chicken of the sea’ the ad men always called it, and they weren’t far wrong. After ten years of a steady fish diet Snook was still quite happy about facing up to it again and again.

Through all these hazy thoughts and impressions he was aware of another thing as the night went by his father’s shadowy movements to and from the wheelhouse. The skipper’s bunk on Blue Fin was in a separate little cabin with its own washroom and shower — not from any sense of superiority but because the boat had been designed that way, and because on long voyages a skipper did need some privacy from the comings and goings of the crew. A dozen times, so it seemed to Snook, the veneered door of the little cabin opened in the night and his father moved out quietly in his slippers to go up on deck. Snook wondered at it. In a way he wanted to feel proud, the son’s pride for a strong, thorough father who was a champion fisherman and a leader of men, who slept with his eyes open and always knew everything that was happening on his ship.

But in another way he felt suspicion and uneasiness — the distress of a son who sees his father as a martinet, a tyrant unwilling to trust his own men on watch, a sour snooper skulking about trying to catch the sentry asleep at his post. The pull of the two images of his father disturbed Snook and he was glad when the first milky stain of dawn began to spread across the porthole above his bunk.

Sam Snell was busy in the galley with steak, eggs and onions long before sunrise. ‘Come on you tuna-roosters,’ he bawled. ‘Get some calories into you. If we strike a dirty big school at sun-up you’ll all be as weak as tiddlers.’ Con, Stan and Herbie Anderson rolled out of their bunks grumbling and cursing. ‘If there’s one thing in the world I can’t stand,’ said Herbie, ‘it’s these hearty blokes who go round screaming “Rally! Rally!” before breakfast.’

‘Me too,’ Stan grunted. ‘I don’t mind risin’ but I hate shinin’.’

‘Ah, stop your whingeing!’ Sam filled their plates with enormous steaks and served up a couple of spares. ‘Here, Snook, take these up to your father and Fritzie in the wheelhouse. Then come back and have a bite yourself.’

‘Gee, thanks Sam. I’m as hungry as a white pointer.’

When Snook reached the wheelhouse he found his father on the radio talking to some of the other skippers, but he broke off contact when he saw the steak. He was in a good mood. ‘Thanks, boy,’ he said magnanimously. ‘Tell Sam he’s a first class cook; and tell all those other wallahs that today is the day. A full catch before noon. I can feel it in my bones.’

‘I hope your bones are OK, Dad.’ Snook saw the look on his father’s face and hastily added, ‘I mean, I hope you’re right.’

‘Weather’s right, sea’s right, boat’s right. We can’t miss.’ His voice was almost drowned by the sound of an aeroplane passing overhead. Snook’s father cocked his head out of the wheelhouse and waved. ‘Young Sid Hanna couldn’t have gone out with his girl last night,’ he said. ‘He’s up fearful early this morning. Let’s hope his eyes aren’t too bloodshot.’

He tuned in to Sid’s spotter plane and kept the channel open — ‘… your favourite breakfast session,’ Sid was saying, ‘for all you dear clipper-skippers. And here is the first request from young Billy Pascoe: he wants me to sing his theme song …’

‘Oh Lord,’ groaned Snook’s father. ‘He’s at it again.’

But Sid didn’t get round to the song. Suddenly his tone changed urgently till the tuna crews could hear his eyes popping in his voice.

‘Hello, hello, a beauty; I see a beauty,’ he said. ‘A school as big as the Centenary Oval.’ He was silent for a while, obviously banking the plane and trying to check his exact position. ‘About thirty miles west sou’ west of Liguanea. Get to it, boys. I’ll stick about for a bit and keep an eye on ’em.’

Snook’s father grabbed the wheel and checked the compass reading. ‘This one’s ours,’ he yelled. ‘Can’t be more than a mile or two from here.’ For the next few minutes he navigated, ate his breakfast, gave orders and kept up radio contact with Sid Hanna all at the same time. Standing with legs astride, a big piece of steak in one hand and the wheel in the other, he drove Blue Fin north-west for all she was worth.

‘Herbie, up in the nest!’ he yelled. ‘Come on, pull your finger out! And you other fellows, ready with the gear. This is the one we’ve been waiting for.’

Snook bolted down a bit of breakfast, left his plate unwashed with all the others and tore up on deck. The men were letting down the racks, putting on helmets and pads, checking squids and traces. Sid Hanna’s plane made a final circle, then banked away high to the east to continue his search. ‘All yours, Skipper,’ he radioed. ‘And the best of British luck to you.’ A second later Herbie picked up the school and before long Stan started chumming. Con was peering over the stern, his knee braced against the railing of the rack, his hands clenched on the bamboo pole.

‘Beeg ones, skeeper,’ he yelled. ‘Double-polers dees time.’

‘Hop to it then,’ shouted Snook’s father.

‘Strike!’ Fritzie barely got the word out as he clenched his teeth and heaved. He’d hung out his squid on a single pole before Con’s warning call, and now he was bringing in a seventy-pound fish on his own. His muscles bulged as the huge blue tuna, beautiful in its grace and form, flashed up in the morning light and crashed down on the deck with a thud that jarred the boat.
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