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The Hotbox

It was a fine, clear tropic morning, just managing a coolness, but humid. The sun hadn’t yet got into its stride above. A quaint looking vessel with a tower at one end, bizarrely painted, lay far out on the sparkling blue Sound. Untidy as it looked, this square ended barge was no doubt effective like a guerrilla warfare tank or a pirate ship. It was a pile driving barge moored out there, well away from the half-built steel jetty that it was helping to construct. It was stationed in splendid isolation overnight in case it broke free from the mooring. 

The tide could do that. The great tide that moved up and down the Sound twice daily, moved billions of tons of ocean, ranged forty feet maximum, tore planks and ropes from jetty piles where they were lashed as platforms for welders, that tide with a storm at its back, could sweep away the barge and ram it into the jetty, smashing the work of months, if it was moored too close.

Out there on the deep blue Sound, if the barge did carry its moorings, the tide stream would also carry it away to whatever fate the rocky shores of the surrounding islands might have for it, but the jetty would be safe. 

These thoughts were not in the mind of a tanned, young and lean worker in shorts with a shock of bleached yellow hair that was due for a trim. He stood by a site office on the half made jetty, looking at the barge out there with a fondness because it was familiar, and measuring the distance to it. He had a reason to do this. He had to go out there alone.

Hallet wondered if he would get a haircut today. Wigger was off duty and earning something on the side to supplement his mechanic’s pay — and his take from the book he ran on southern races. He was quite a scammer and trimmer, snip snipping away. There was a queue for his services, a few off-duty men fishing while they waited their turn. They would be lucky to haul anything in. They would catch plenty of heads and big ones at that but the sharks would get the rest.

It was a lull day, one of those pleasant changes when suddenly there’s nothing to do; either a consignment of steel hasn’t arrived or plans haven’t been approved. Welders weren’t working, only Maintenance. The barge was at rest, but that didn’t apply to the crew. Boilerman, Two Fitters and Two Riggers had been dispersed to various assignments on the island, and the Captain given a holiday. 

They were all glad of the change, glad to get away from the hand winches that turned them into gorillas.  They read their job for the day from a slate board and jumped on the back of a truck bound for the construction of a house, road or shed somewhere on the lease, except for Hallet, who was just a deckie and had no trade. The engineer was looking for a task to give him, when an irate call came from the cookhouse. The chef was missing a hotbox. 

This was not a small item, being about a metre and a half long, somewhat coffinlike in the rest of its dimensions, only more regular than a coffin and made of steel. A hotbox was insulated to convey meals to upwards of twenty workers out on some construction site too far from the mess for them to come in without losing the bulk of their regulation one-hour lunch break, just in movement. All hotboxes were the same size, big. That was the big Australian for you. And a hotbox was vital, like anything to do with the stomach on Koolan.

A box of prepared meals always went out to the pile barge, and should have come back empty at the end of the previous day with the crew. The chef had counted one in from the powerhouse, one in from the concrete plant, and one from the mechanics — he swore, loudly, that the missing box must be on the barge. 

So Hallet was told to retrieve it with the steel dinghy, a round trip of about five kilometres. Motoring across the tide on the slant to compensate for the drift, would occupy him for a couple of hours in that blunt, wide, awkward craft.

They could have sent the more powerful workboat skippered by the sallow and moody Cox they called Sourguts. It was mandatory that he was on duty with the workboat for safety reasons, if anyone was on a wharf, even a half built one. Though it was an off day, gear or someone might fall into the water, and with the odd excited fisherman that wasn’t impossible. Sourguts took his duties seriously and was known never to smile, although how observant he was might be another matter, since he was often reading a paperback when not preoccupied with painful stomach cramps that he sourly said were incurable. The workboat was left tied up, with Sourguts on it more or less doubled up, because the engineer had to find something for a deckie to do.

Hallet clambered down a vertical ladder to the green-painted dinghy, past the lines of welders who were getting a few bites.  These were fertile waters. The lower parts of the ladder were already accumulating barnacles. The dinghy barely rocked as he jumped into it, being made of steel plate, a heavy duty item with an outboard motor only just strong enough to combat the coursing tides of the sound, a redoubtable British Seagull. The Engineer had quietly asked him to loosen the wingnuts and make sure the Seagull went over the side one day, so they could requisition a Johnson motor but there hadn’t been an opportunity, or he’d failed to manufacture one, much to the engineer’s disgust.

There was a pleasant breeze making with the tide. He was half heading into it and a splash caught his face now and again. That should have warned him about the wind. The bulky craft handled seas well because it stood up to waves, had a lot of freeboard, reassuring at the moment. The prow barely lifted as it crept up the Sound and appeared not to be heading for the pile barge at all. It felt strange aiming at his destination with his right shoulder, but that was the only way to get there, with the boat pointed a good thirty degrees off the mark. He’d missed the turn of tide, the slack water, and there was already a strong current running.

Finally the deserted barge loomed up. It was always strange approaching an empty vessel, it brooded somehow, but there was nothing cautious about his approach, just the usual head-on, flat tack as the Seagull would go. 

The dinghy was a solid beast, he knew its virtues and vices, or thought he did, and had made it his own in the constant running back and forth from ship to shore. He was proud of that, not that he lairised, just came in fast with a swirl and cut the motor at the last minute, letting the broad side of the boat put the brakes on. The dinghy bumped heavily alongside the barge and he leapt the narrow gap with the forward painter in his hand to secure it, with two turns around a massive bollard. 

Normally, to be sure of things, they tied the dinghy off fore and aft, if it was alongside, to stop it swinging about and banging as the tide tugged at it. He considered climbing back into it for the after painter but he was not going to be here long and making two attachments for a five minute stay seemed a waste of time. He left the dinghy swinging gently and strode off along the frayed matting that lined the barge decks. There was no rail, to allow the winch cables a wide arc when they were positioning the barge to an exact set of bearings prior to spearing a pile down into the seabed, so the matting was essential to stop the crew slipping overboard as they scurried about in those tense moments, with Captain yelling and Engineer cussing at the theodolite and steam in the boiler rising.

He found the box all right, nestling in the galley and boldly hoisted it by the handles, proving his strength to himself, holding it across his waist. Then he couldn’t get it out of the door so decided to reverse procedure, put it down again and drag it instead. This took a minute or two. Then he thought he’d brew a coffee while in the galley and this consumed a few minutes more. He enjoyed being on the barge alone, it had suddenly become his world. 

There was all morning and maybe the engineer expected him to make the chore last. The box run was just make-work, the first piece of nonsense in a nothing day. He admired the art on the barge boiler. The huge vertical cylinder, studded with rounded walnut-sized rivetheads, was something out of the past and made the barge look like a tramp steamer. Steam lifted the two-ton trip hammer that rammed the piles down into the seabed. The boiler-man had painted a pink breast on the boiler’s bulging surface, he was missing his missus away in a southern city. Hallet resumed dragging the box.

He was backing along the matting when he passed the bollard and his heart skipped a beat. The bollard was naked. He dropped the end of the box and spun around to see empty blue water down the side of the barge. There was no dinghy. It had dragged the painter free and was drifting away, just about to clear the stern of the barge at that moment. He sprinted along the deck, tripped in a hole of the frayed mating and went sprawling with his face in the coarse fibres. When he picked himself up, the dinghy had cleared the stern of the barge and was away on the wind and tide. He reached the stern, cursed the old matting, slapped a winch and then without further thought dived straight off the stern. 

As blue water closed around him, not exactly cold but not exactly warm either, he knew that he shouldn’t be doing this. Hot and sweaty as they might be with the work, especially the winch grinding, it was drilled into them never, never to swim from the barge deck, inviting as it looked, just a step away. He came up stroking hard. He could see the green prow of the dinghy dragging its rope across the water and set off in pursuit. 

He thought he would catch it easily, since the dinghy had no means of propulsion, whereas he was a strong swimmer. But it did have a means of propulsion, the wind making with the tide. And the dinghy sat up like a cockerel on a heap and caught that wind a treat. He increased his stroke rate. How embarrassing, he thought. They will have seen this on the jetty and they will be laughing their heads off. Maybe they hadn’t seen anything. He began to wish they would. And he worried that pounding the water like this, arms flailing, legs kicking, might attract a different sort of attention, and he tried to keep his stroke neat, fast and efficient. But the dinghy wasn’t getting any closer, if anything it seemed to be drawing away, getting smaller. It was heading for the Gullet ten kilometres down the Sound, where all the loose planks and rubbish ended up, and so was he, but separately.

He threw caution to the wind and ploughed the water. It was the vibrations that brought hammerheads in under the jetty, to the struggling fish on the handlines. And whoomp, slack line, no fish, just a head, even a big jewfish head severed in one clean bite. He didn’t like the hammerhead thought, those weird, flukey outrigger eyes must help them get a fix on their prey. He used the fear and swam faster, or fancied he did.

The first intimation that he might run out of steam before he could flop aboard his goal came as a shock. Then there was a dilemna. It didn’t matter if he exhausted himself gaining the dinghy, if he did gain it, because one pull on the motor and he’d be riding back to the barge. If he did not gain the dinghy, he’d be swimming back to the barge. That had not occurred to him as a possibility, let alone a necessity. 

Hallet glanced back without breaking his stroke, hell, there was no being still in this water, it was carrying him, surely as it was sweeping the dinghy along. And he noticed how far he was from the barge. It was suddenly much more of a distance, and a little worm of fear and doubt started.

He gave one more glance to the dinghy, a look of farewell, a release. Before he knew it he was swimming the other way. Now he had the tide to beat, his muscles were burning but there was no question he could make that distance. At least the barge was fixed and wouldn’t play chasey with him. The barge was home and he was Topman on it, fearless up on the tower, the very tip and summit of it, loosening the sling that let the pile go spearing into the deep, fearless or reckless, or just plain crazy up there.

Now he was swimming for it, and the fear was a hornet-sting. The barge. Was it getting any closer? Maybe he was just stationary for as long as he could last. He was tiring. Not a lot left. He put his head down, closed his eyes, shut out the shark thought and gave it everything. 

His life was flashing in front of him, all the mistakes, the sweet moments, when he bumped into steel. He patted and stroked at it weakly, numbly, the red painted, rust streaked steel that was wonderful. The barge. Square ended and ugly but lovely. Legs dangling dangerously, he clung to a perished tyre, fumbled for a grip on the rope that held it over the barge-side as a fender and pulled himself on to the matting. That frayed, holey matting, he could kiss it. His cheek found it. He could go no further and collapsed. He had one thought of the engineer and how the loss of an indispensable piece of equipment might be viewed, although they would not mourn the Seagull. Probably blast him off the lease on the next plane.

He was still lying there when the rattle of a marine diesel announced the workboat. It was Sourguts who alone had noticed something. Not the engineer in the site office, not sixteen fishing welders lining the wharf and not Wigger. “I saw your dinghy going down the Gullet, riderless, and I thought you might just be lucky and still the Topman.” The green dinghy was bobbing obediently in the wake of the workboat, securely attached.

Hallet took the tossed line with an eagerness that would have done a first-day worker credit. He bent it down on a cleat. “Double!” the workboat skipper shot at him and disengaged his prop.

“Is this what you came for?” They were walking the barge deck together to deal with the dinghy, and had encountered the Hotbox standing expectantly by its bollard. Sourguts grinned. “I won’t say anything about this, if you don’t either.” They shook hands. For a do-nothing day it turned out to be not so bad. He even got that haircut. 

There was Hallet pointed the It was heavy, rugged, built to take a battering, big as everything was big the big Australian made or did.

Sharks and drowning were not the only hazards of working on the wharf at Koolan Island. Cassel was not strictly working on the wharf but on the water, as were all six in the pile-driving barge crew — they were working on the steam powered barge, spearing the eighty-foot piles into the seabed, the brilliant blue water and grey mud below it, working on the would-be wharf, on this feat of marine engineering, a steel structure that would not rust, a forest of swaying black piles with a hectare or two of deck that would not be swept away by the ten knot, ten metre tides or the cyclones that made the tide a monster.

Sharks were not often seen, but they were known to appear if summoned by the vibrations of a struggling fish on the end of a line, and those who passed their spare time angling off the half completed wharf deck (those welders and boilermakers who were not heartily sick of the thing they were making) reported good catches of heads, which is all they would succeed in hauling in. It seemed this new structure appearing into their worlds was like a nursery or haven to the fish, but it wouldn’t keep out a hammerhead. They were something special, with those wide-set eyes that must help them see clearly and get a fix on their prey. And the fishing boilermakers and electricians and grano workers cursed the sharks that took their catches even as they frantically hauled in their lines, which would suddenly go slack. The heads they hauled in were large, and neatly severed in one bite. They were mighty careful not to fall in, didn’t fancy themselves in the fish predicament.

If you did fall off any of the innumerable platforms of the jetty, the roped on scaffolding around the piles, the gangways and ladders of the decking, you had a pretty good chance of being eaten before you drowned. With a tide running when you fell, drowning of course was likely if you weren’t a shark meal, because you’d be soon swept out of earshot.  The tide ran at 5 knots peaking through the new jetty piles. Out in the channel it reached 9 knots. That’s where the pile driving barge was moored, 

 square ended and 

Too much gear finishing up in the gullet, planks, ropes, helmets, clothing, eskies, plastic drinking mugs, private fishing lines and crab pots and whole assemblies of poles and guys, lampshades and electric fittings tied together with cord, which they deployed to light the lower platforms near water level for work, welding struts and cross-members to the steel piles below the sea level at high tide, when the tide was not there of course. 

Sometimes the crews of boilermakers and welders, finishing a last minute weld seam, were neglectful or rushed and left gear in place for the tide to drown, when they scampered up as it rose, not wishing to drown themselves. And the tide submerged all, planks, poles and lashings. Knots that might have been lazy hitches became loosened in the six hours of relentless current, or ropes simply broke, and the temporary structures washed away, the fandangle of poles and cable, and sometimes even the planks that men worked on, that were supposed to be securely roped into place by the riggers, even these washed away, if strong waves capped the powerful current and the surge slapped the piles around like a helpless spouse. 

Gear washed away but not completely. It collected in the cove they called the gullet, and absolutely choked the gullet, with a confused logjam of curious human detritus that pricked the environmental conscience of the Engineer, or at least offended his sense of tidiness. He considered the whole island his to administer and preserve, although he was bent on the eventual half removal of it, that comprising 90 percent hematite.

So periodically, when there was a lull in jetty building, they scooped out the gullet, dragged it clear and left it pristine. 

They find a skeleton/body there.

The engineer who laconically gives him the job not monkey grinder today.

The friendly crane driver who sees all and seems friend to all.

Shotguts, the shift boss, who is a pain to all.

But who of these sees that he is in trouble and commandeers the launch to collect his tinny, and then him.

He managed to save his life.

Shotguts saves him from possibly losing his job, or demotion to the powerhouse roof.

How he was given the job on the barge, by getting the calculations wrong on the painting of anti-rust on the sheeting of the powerhouse roof.

This was a task entrusted to him by the 2IC Engineer.
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