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      Glorious Fergus

      
      ‘It’s Clint’s.’
      

      
      ‘Won’t he spew if he knows you’ve nicked it?’

      
      ‘He won’t know, will he?’ I said. ‘Unless, someone tells him. And who’s going to tell him, Hamish?’
      

      
      ‘Not me. I won’t tell anyone. Not if you give us a squizz.’ He was looking up at me the way dogs look at their owners when
         they want something. Probably food. I pointed the sharp end at him, expecting him to flinch.
      

      
      And he didn’t disappoint me, the wuss! He was getting older, but not tougher.

      
      I passed it over, handle first. He took it with bulging eyes and let his fingers wrap around the grip. ‘It’d be pretty powerful,
         wouldn’t it?’ he said.
      

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘Do you reckon we’ll get anything?’

      
      ‘Not if we stand around here yapping about it. Hide it out the front in the agapanthus while I tell Mum we’re going, okay? And, Hamish—’
      

      
      ‘Yeah?’ He was fingering the tip of it.

      
      ‘Don’t get sprung!’

      
      ‘No worries,’ he said. Then, ‘What if I do get sprung? What should I do? Why do I have to hide it in the garden, anyway? Why can’t you?’ He shot the questions at me
         in a high-pitched whine. I started thinking it might have been better to ditch him altogether.
      

      
      ‘Because, Hamish, I have to pack the gear and say goodbye. Do you want to come or not?’

      
      He nodded and took aim at Dad’s back tyre.

      
      ‘Well, if you want to come, you’ve got to do your bit, okay? You’ll be right; just be smart about it. As in, don’t do what
         you’d normally do—as in anything stupid—like taking out Dad’s tyre? Just wrap it up in your towel and hide it.’ He did as I said, then disappeared down the side of
         the house, running like a roadie with a restrung guitar. He was going to get us busted for sure.
      

      
      I went inside and stuffed a backpack with snorkels, flippers, wetsuits, towels, drinks and the fruit that didn’t have maggoty
         things in it or little flies buzzing around.
      

      
      ‘See ya, Mum!’ I yelled, hoping for a “see ya” back without the kiss and questions. I should have hoped harder.
      

      
      ‘Where are you off to?’ It wasn’t even Mum. It was Dad, specs hanging off his nose, paper under the arm and the toilet flushing
         in the background. Nice.
      

      
      ‘Snorkelling.’ I tried not to sound guilty about it, even though I had nothing to feel guilty about yet.

      
      ‘Excellent. I love snorkelling. Did I ever tell you about the time I snorkelled all the way around North Head?’ I started
         to say yes but he had story deafness. It was getting worse, too—we used to be able to interrupt him, but now once he’d started
         a story he couldn’t be stopped.
      

      
      ‘I jumped in at Quarantine—which is highly illegal, you know, but only if you get caught—and turned left. Pretty scary.’ He
         nodded. ‘Pretty amazing, too. You should do it when you’re older. There’s a spot, just past the ladder that comes down on
         the true North Head, where it all drops away to nothing—nothing you can see, anyway—and that’s where it gets really cold.
         Don’t know why. It just does. So that’d be the best place to pee in your wetsuit—to keep yourself warm. You do pee in your
         wetsuit, don’t you, Fergus?’
      

      
      I nodded. He smiled. ‘Dad, I have to go. Hamish’s out the front. He’s waiting for me.’
      

      
      ‘Righto, then. Off you go. Remind me to tell you about the—’

      
      ‘Fergus?’ Oh great! Now it was Mum. We’d never get out of here. ‘Where are you going?’

      
      ‘I just told Dad. Hamish and I are going snorkelling.’

      
      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘And you know the plan, right?’

      
      ‘Of course. What plan?’ Although I wanted to leave, I knew it was better to leave with the plan—especially when it was Mum’s or Dad’s.
      

      
      ‘We’re having dinner at Uncle Ian’s place, okay? So you’re responsible for getting Hamish there and if you get there before
         we do, you’re in charge.’
      

      
      ‘No problem! We’ll probably snorkel there. It’s only one beach around. It should be fun and we might even get something for
         dinner.’
      

      
      Dad’s eyes lit up. ‘That’d be nice. Are you going to take a line with you? Stuff some bait down your swimmers and all that?’
         he said. ‘That’s what I used to do. You burley up and watch the fish feed on it for a bit, then you lower a bait down to them
         once you see the big ones relax with you hovering above them. Fascinating stuff. What bait’ve you got: pilchards or prawns?
         It doesn’t really matter. It all stinks. I try and tuck it around the side of my sluggos so there’s no smell confusion.’ Mum and I must have looked at him strangely because he suddenly gave
         a laugh that was very nervous. ‘Do you want a hand-line? I’ll get one.’ I shook my head.
      

      
      He stopped before he had a chance to go. ‘Hey, here’s an idea. Why don’t I come with you? That’d be cool. I’ll show you how
         to do it.’
      

      
      ‘No, that’s all right, Dad. I’m sure you’ve got a million things to do around here. Really.’ And I leant on the “really” so
         he’d get the idea.
      

      
      Dad shrugged as if he didn’t, so I looked to Mum for support. ‘How about you clean out the shed?’ she said to him. ‘You’ve
         been promising for ages, honey.’ Excellent!
      

      
      ‘That’s right. I have, haven’t I?’ He smiled at Mum and I breathed a sigh of relief. Mum pulled her head back, surprised,
         the way a chook does when it’s clucking around a yard and an extra chin rolled into her neck. ‘Which means it won’t matter
         if it takes a little longer, will it?’
      

      
      ‘Huh?’

      
      ‘No, some promises are more important than others.’

      
      ‘Huh?’ Mum’s turn.

      
      ‘I promised Fergus—didn’t I, darl?—that I would be a father to you kids. Not just a taxi-driver or a provider or a bank for you to dip into, but a real live father. Someone you can look up to, someone you want to be. And
         that means doing things with you; not just for you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re just trying to get out of cleaning up the shed!’

      
      ‘I am not, darl. This stuff’s important. It’s bondage. It’s about a man and his boy.’

      
      ‘Bonding,’ I said. ‘And, Dad—it’s fine. We do stacks of stuff together, really. And Hamish’s going to be there, too, and you can’t
         bond with me when I’m bonding with him, can you? That’s what you said you wanted me to do, wasn’t it? Become better mates
         with Hammer?’ I looked over Dad’s shoulder out the window for any sign of Hamish and I nearly died. The tip was waving around
         above Mum’s agapanthus. Hamish was obviously hiding among them, shooting at some imagined enemy in the sky.
      

      
      ‘Where is Hamish, anyway?’ asked Dad, beginning to look around.

      
      I quickly got his attention so he wouldn’t check out the window and bust him. I wondered what Mum and Dad would say if I told
         them the truth. “Oh, Hamish? Yeah, he’s out the front rolling around in your agapanthus pretending to shoot things in the
         sky with Clint’s spear gun.” I was suddenly glad Hamish wasn’t strong enough to pull the rubber back and load it.
      

      
      Wrong!

      
      The spear took off like a rocket, trailing the safety string behind it. There was a phoont noise as it was launched. Mum and Dad turned to look, but I grabbed them both by the hand and said, ‘Dad? Mum? If you really
         love me and trust me and want to bond with me, you’ll let me—’ Clank! The spear landed on the roof. The safety string from the roof to the agapanthus was the smoking gun.
      

      
      ‘What the—’ Dad and Mum said together.

      
      ‘Bloody possums,’ I said.

      
      ‘Language,’ said Mum and Dad, together again. At that moment they were really in sync.

      
      ‘Didn’t sound like a possum,’ snarled Dad. ‘It sounded bigger. I wonder if those bloody Humpy kids have finally started throwing
         rocks at our roof after all the ones you’ve lobbed on theirs?’ He gave me the sideways look that always made me feel guilty—even
         for the things I’d only thought about doing.
      

      
      Hamish’s head popped out of the agapanthus. I almost laughed at the look of horror on his face. He ducked down again, then
         came up slowly and stayed low, cradling the spear gun as he pulled the string to get the spear back. It clunked across the tiles.
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      ‘Definitely a possum,’ I offered. Mum, Dad and I stared at the ceiling and listened.
      

      
      ‘Mmmmm,’ went Dad. ‘Maybe.’

      
      ‘You were going to get rid of the possums ages ago,’ Mum snapped.

      
      ‘I thought I did,’ said Dad. ‘That’s if it is a possum.’
      

      
      There was silence. I stole another look out the window and Hamish was now standing up, in plain view, tugging at the spear
         line. Obviously the spear was stuck.
      

      
      ‘Want a beer, Dad?’ I tried to change the subject.

      
      ‘It’s ten o’clock in the morning, Fergus. I like your action, but no. No, thanks. It’s not a great idea to drink before snorkelling.’

      
      ‘You’re not still coming, are you?’ I said.

      
      ‘Of course I’m still coming. No question about it.’

      
      ‘What about the shed?’ said Mum.

      
      ‘I’m not taking the shed, darl. That’d be stupid. Sheds don’t snorkel.’ He gave me one in the ribs while Mum gave him one.
         And his would have hurt. Mum sucked her teeth, grabbed her bag and asked if anyone had seen her car keys.
      

      
      The roof clunked again, Dad looked back to the ceiling and I looked out the window at the spear that was now free of the roof and flying straight for Hamish. He dodged
         it, but the muffled cry that came through the window made it sound as if he’d got nailed anyway.
      

      
      ‘It’s a possum,’ said Dad. ‘Definitely. I’ll have to sort that later. Hang about, Ferg. I’ll get my gear.’

      
      Alone in the living room, I could see Hamish in the agapanthus with tears in his eyes and rubbing his arm. No blood, no problem.
         I knocked on the window, got his attention and signalled for him to hide Clint’s spear gun. He nodded but did nothing. I shook
         my head.
      

      
      ‘See you, later,’ said Mum. It was more of a huff than a sentence. Hamish dived into a daisy bush as the front door banged,
         Dad yelled out to ask where Mum was going, she grunted something about a massage, told me to look after Hamish and left.
      

      
      Great. How did doing the right thing like saying goodbye always turn bad?

      
      I took off, collecting Hamish and the spear gun on the way. I legged it, like the prime minister on a morning walk, but it
         turned out to be too fast for Hamish. He was stuck between a walk and a run, like a trotter gone wrong.
      

      
      ‘What’s the hurry?’ he puffed.

      
      ‘My dad thinks he wants to come with us, so I figure if we’re gone before he notices, he’ll realise he’d rather watch the
         footy or something like that.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘And cover the spear gun with your towel, will you?’

      
      ‘Right,’ he said again, puffing.

      
      I stopped dead and turned to him. ‘And what the hell were you doing shooting the stupid thing at the house?’

      
      ‘I didn’t—’

      
      I gave him the look.

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to,’ he spluttered. ‘I was just trying to see if I could pull the rubber all the way back to load the gun,
         and then when I did, I knew I had to unload it—and the only way was by pulling the trigger. It flies, eh?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Straight at the house!’

      
      ‘Yeah, well—’

      
      Honk! Honk Hoooooooonk!
      

      
      We turned around to see Dad’s Magna tailing us, headlights flashing, and Dad waving like a kid at an aeroplane window.

      
      Busted!

      
      I suddenly got that feeling somewhere between the pit of my stomach and my butt and didn’t know whether I was going to spew
         or need new undies first. ‘Cover the spear gun,’ I hissed.
      

      
      ‘I already did,’ he hissed back. Hamish looked as if he’d be going for the fresh undies—and that made me feel better.

      
      The car pulled up with a squeak of the brakes and Dad leaned over to wind down the passenger window. ‘Good idea getting a
         head start, Fergus! Hop in, boys, and I’ll drive you to the beach.’
      

      
      ‘We’re right, thanks, Dad. We’re nearly there, anyway.’

      
      ‘Well, I’m not going to shadow you there like some kind of weirdo, am I? And I am coming with you, so get in.’ I looked at Hamish, who had the spear gun standing behind him in his towel. ‘Wouldn’t you rather
         get a ride than walk, Hamish?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Uncle Ridley.’

      
      ‘Then get in, son.’

      
      Hamish wasn’t really used to not doing what he was told to. He moved towards the car, still trying to hide the spear gun,
         but it was useless. To get into the Magna he had to pick the gun up and even though Dad missed a lot of things, he wasn’t
         going to miss that. ‘Bit too much starch in your mum’s washing, Hamish?’
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      ‘Huh?’
      

      
      ‘Your towel’s a funny shape, son.’ Hamish glanced at his towel, which was sticking straight out the back door. The look on
         his face reminded me of the time he’d peed in the back seat of our car on the drive home from Yamba.
      

      
      Dad gave him the look that asked what it was without actually having to.

      
      ‘Spear gun,’ said Hamish, his voice on the wobble. Dad gave me the raised eyebrows as if it was my fault and I shrugged as
         if I had no idea what he was talking about. He shook his head; I lowered mine.
      

      
      ‘Fair dinkum, Fergus—’ Here we go, I thought. Here comes the spray! I knew that if I had flogged Clint’s spear gun by myself I would have got away with it. But the moment I try and do anything
         for someone else—like take my cousin spear fishing or say goodbye to my parents so I can stay out of trouble—that’s the moment
         I get smashed. I braced myself. Dad looked ready to blow. The hairs sticking out of his nose were twitching—the sort of thing
         that would’ve made other men sneeze. ‘I have been looking for that stupid thing for hours. That’s why I took so long to catch
         up with you.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, I didn’t know,’ I said, not knowing why I said it. When in doubt I knew what to say: “please”, “thank you” and “sorry, I didn’t know”.
      

      
      ‘Of course you didn’t know! It’s not as if I was going to ask you in front of your mother. “Hey, Fergus, where’s your brother’s
         spear gun? I reckon we should take it snorkelling?” You know how she feels about spear guns. She hates them, whereas I should
         be the one who really hates them. After all, it’s my mother with the scars, not hers.’
      

      
      ‘Huh?’ said Hamish.

      
      ‘Dad shot his mum with a spear gun when he was a kid.’

      
      ‘Gon? You shot Gon with a spear gun?’
      

      
      ‘It was an accident.’

      
      Silence. Then, ‘You shot your mother with a spear gun?’
      

      
      ‘I told you, Hamish, it was an accident. It could have happened to anyone, really. It was just plain bad luck that it happened
         to me—and to her.’
      

      
      ‘Geez! I can’t believe you shot your own mum!’

      
      ‘Shut up, Hamish, and get in the car before I—’ Hamish pushed the spear gun in my direction ‘—decide not to drive you,’ Dad
         finished.
      

      
      Hamish cocked an eyebrow at me, but I let it go.

      
      ‘Anyway,’ said Dad, ‘that was a long time ago and I’ve learnt all about water and refraction and that even though things look
         like they might be out of the way from on top of the water, they might still be in the way once you get under the surface. One day I’ll tell you about it. First, I’ve just got to duck into the service station
         and pick up some bait.’
      

      
      We drove in silence for a bit after that. Hamish broke it with a whisper. ‘I didn’t know you were supposed to use bait on
         a spear gun,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘You’re not,’ I said.

      
      ‘No,’ chortled Dad, easing the car into the servo and wincing at the sound of the brakes. ‘Although that’s not a bad idea.
         I need the bait for my hand-line and I was also thinking we could burley up a whole mess of fish, then ping off the big ones
         with the gun.’
      

      
      ‘Not bad,’ said Hamish. ‘Do you reckon it’d work?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ I said.

      
      ‘Definitely,’ said Dad over his shoulder.

      
      He came out of the shop with all sorts of stuff, including a couple of Mars Bars that hammered back the memories of another
         drive in another car. I offered Hamish my towel, but he didn’t remember. He might have been too busy forgetting.
      

      
      There was nowhere to park near the beach so we backtracked almost all the way home. ‘We would have been better off just walking,’
         said Dad. Hamish and I said nothing.
      

      
      We walked in our wetsuits because Dad said it was pointless taking the rest of our stuff. ‘By the time we get back to where
         we’ve left everything some backpacker or shifty itinerant will have knocked it off, anyway. It’s better like this.’
      

      
      For us, definitely. For Dad, I wasn’t so sure. His wetsuit was ancient: pre-Velcro. A nappy flap hung down from the back and
         went up between his legs to the front, where it was fastened with two rusty press-studs. Instead of doing it up, he let it
         hang like a rubber dag off his backside so it didn’t rub on his inner thighs. ‘I hate the chafe.’ He winced. The footpath
         was hot enough for me to wish I had my thongs. I did think about walking in my flippers, but not for long.
      

      
      I got Hamish to carry the spear gun because I didn’t like the way people looked at me when I had it. Carrying a spear gun
         was completely different from carrying a fishing rod. People seemed to like fishing rods, the way they seemed to like the
         people who carry them. ‘Get any?’ I always asked when I saw someone with a fishing rod, before I looked in their bucket, just
         to see if they did. Sometimes people didn’t like to show you, but that was usually when their fish were undersized. And then
         I asked what bait they used and exactly where they caught their fish as if I was going to have a crack myself. But with spear guns, you couldn’t say, ‘Shoot anything?’ It didn’t sound good. People looked
         sideways, like they did on a bus when someone farted and no one could work out who. It was better for Hamish to carry the
         spear gun. If he wanted to look like some sort of enviro-terrorist, that was his problem. I was still going to use it first.
      

      
      We got to the beach and Dad said, ‘Rightio, boys, do us a favour and divvy up the bait. You can stick it where you like, but
         as I said, this is where I put it.’ He stuffed a handful of frozen prawns into each side of his sluggos and organised a hand-line
         down the front.
      

      
      ‘I’m glad he didn’t bring a hand-line for us, too,’ said Hamish and I suddenly worried that he might have jinxed us by saying
         it and that Dad would pull two more hand-lines out from somewhere else and say, “You’re in luck, boys!”
      

      
      ‘Why do we have to load ourselves up with bait if we’re not using the hand-line?’ I asked. Hamish stopped filling his pockets
         with prawns.
      

      
      ‘You will be using the hand-line,’ said Dad.
      

      
      ‘No, I won’t.’

      
      ‘Yes, you will.’

      
      ‘No, I won’t.’

      
      ‘Yes, you will.’

      
      ‘No—I won’t.’ My voice went up at the end and that was a sure sign I was going to crack.
      

      
      ‘How old are you now? Four? Five?’ I went to answer, but he cut me off. ‘Ferg, you will use the hand-line because you will want to use the hand-line, not because I tell you to use it. Mmmm?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ I said.

      
      ‘If you don’t carry your own bait, you can’t use the hand-line. That’s the deal.’

      
      ‘Too easy,’ I said. ‘Take as much bait as you want, Hamish.’

      
      Dad shrugged. I could tell he was disappointed, but I didn’t want my board shorts stinking of bait. Not these boardies, anyway.
         They were too new to stink.
      

      
      Hamish loaded up—front pockets and back. What a suck.

      
      There was a lecture, of course, about the spear gun and who was going to use it and how it was going to be used and what the
         rules were.
      

      
      ‘I bet your mum didn’t give you a lecture before you shot her, did she?’ I was asking for it, but I couldn’t stop myself.
         Dad let it go with a closed-eyed head-shake.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘Everyone has to stay behind whoever has the spear gun. And, whoever has the spear gun is not allowed to shoot backwards. And, that’s about it. Last one in’s a rotten egg.’ He took off for the water,
         the nappy part of his wetsuit bouncing on his behind like a platypus tail. I followed, duck-footing to the shore break with
         Hamish behind, yelling, ‘Wait!’
      

      
      As soon as I got to the water I copped a spray from Dad for running with the spear gun, which was pretty annoying because
         he was the one who’d started the rotten egg race, not me. I made a you-stink face at Hamish, who looked as if he didn’t know what I was talking about, so I shook my head and stuffed my face into my
         goggles before Dad could tell me to spit in them.
      

      
      The water was pretty clean. Not Heron Island clean, but not filthy, either. I made a note-to-self to avoid any giant clams,
         just in case. I held the spear gun in front, like one of those fire torches in a dark cave. I wasn’t allowed to pull the rubber
         back until we were away from the beach so it was kind of fun to pretend to do something else.
      

      
      My goggles fogged up before they filled with water—which was a first—so I hit the surface to defog and saw Dad, treading water
         and baiting his hand-line. He looked over and smiled at me. ‘How good’s this, Ferg?’
      

      
      I smiled back, wanting to say “pretty good”, but I didn’t. I just swished water around in my goggles to take the fog out.
      

      
      ‘Did you forget to spit in them, mate?’

      
      ‘No, Dad. I don’t do that. Why would I want to gob into my goggles and let my eyeballs swim around in it when the goggles
         fill up with water? It’s off.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, it is, son. But, apart from washing your goggles with toothpaste before you use them—which is good, but it burns your
         eyes—“gobbing” as you call it is the only way to defog.’ He gave me that all-knowing smile before letting a little gob go
         into his own goggles and swirling it around. He put them on his face and said through his snorkel, ‘Njhust nhremembah. Nhew
         stay ahead, nhokay?’ I gave him two thumbs-up, spat into my goggles, swirled the gob as he had and started swimming for the
         rocks.
      

      
      And fishing glory.

      
      Hamish had been given a brand new underwater watch for his birthday. I knew that within fifteen minutes a beep would go off to tell him—and then he’d tell me—that it was his turn with the spear. I kicked harder, hoping to run into something
         shootable before my time was up.
      

      
      You couldn’t just go pinging anything when you had a spear gun. Like in normal fishing there were rules: size limits, bag limits, protected species and protected areas. You couldn’t see a lobster in the rocks and shoot
         it, even though that would’ve been good, because you couldn’t shoot lobster. That was the law. But you could shoot lots of
         other stuff, like flathead, which were pretty easy to nail because they just lay on the bottom waiting for other fish to swim
         by so they could inhale them. Or leatherjacket, or bream or blackfish or morwong or just about every other fish you could
         think of. There was one rule I’d heard Dad drum into Clint: ‘No pinging the pretties. If it looks like it might fit in at
         the Great Barrier Reef, maybe it does and maybe it’s lost, so give it a chance to find its way home. Nobody wants to kill
         Nemo, right?’
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