Freeboard

By Dan Mills

 
Gunter Highlock loaded his forty-two foot Bayliner, the Manatee with two twenty-four packs of Schmitt beer, a five-pound bag of extra spicy pork rinds and a case of Hostess Twinkies.  All combined just enough cholesterol to clog the arteries of a bull elephant.  

After gassing up the Manatee at the fuel dock, Gunter headed out of the harbor toward open water.  There was a ten-knot wind coming out of the North and the seas were at two feet. A perfect day for fishing!  Gunter loved how the deck of the Manatee felt under foot while the dark green swells washed past her barnacle-encrusted hull.  

When Gunter arrived at his favorite fishing hole, which was marked with a bright orange buoy tied off to a submerged refrigerator, he dropped anchor and began rigging up his deep-sea rod.   He’d been fishing these waters for five years, ever since his wife, Willameena, left him.  

Now old Willie, that was one of his pet names for her, had been a pretty tolerant woman.  But eventually Gunter had become too much even for her.  She wasn’t too put off that he refused to bathe more than once a month or that he liked to sleep with a huge wad of Day’s-O-Work chewing tobacco jammed between cheek and gum.  No, Sir!  The final straw came when he began the obnoxious habit of devouring a dozen of hard-boiled eggs for breakfast, followed by several six packs of cheap domestic beer.  By noon he became a human pressure cooker.  His flatulent ventings would have made a goat puke.  Poor Willie couldn’t take it any longer, so she packed her bags and left with the first man that walked past their house.  

Gunter impaled an oily dead herring onto the business end of a needle sharp hook and cast it out to sea.  He let the line feed out until it hit bottom, then he reeled it up about a foot.  After placing the fishing pole in a plastic holder, Gunter removed an icy cold beer from the cooler and broke open the gigantic bag of extra spicy pork rinds.  How he managed to eat, drink and work a plug of chewing tobacco all at the same time was nothing short miraculous.  A long stream of ebony colored tobacco juice jetted from Gunter Highlock’s pale, chapped lips.  The intended target was a half full paint can sitting on the far side of the deck.  What didn’t find its way into the paint can splattered across the deck and dribbled down the front of Gunter’s bushy red-orange beard.  

The deck chair Gunter had poured himself into creaked and groaned under his considerable weight.  He reached into the case of Hostess Twinkies and extracted a pair of the cream filled cakes.  He unwrapped them both and put them together sandwich style before inhaling them in three bites.  The can of beer he opened a moment ago was already empty so he tossed it overboard and grabbed another one to wash down the thick yellow cake that was caught in his throat.

At that very moment bobbing movements on the end of the fishing pole caught Gunter’s attention.  He eyed the end of the deep-sea rod as it twitched and dipped slightly.  It could be just reacting to the rocking motion of the boat, but there was a good chance that one of those huge Alaskan halibut was testing his bait.  Then, without warning, the tip of the fishing pole plunged downward as if it would snap off.


“Holy crap!” Gunter choked as he swallowed the mouth-full of beer and hoisted himself out of the tortured deck chair.


He quickly drew the fishing rod out of its holder and jerked it upward as hard as he could to set the hook.  The fabric in the seat of his XXXXL Carhartt coveralls disappeared up the crack of his butt with the sudden maneuver.   



With the hook firmly set, Gunter walked backward several steps while reeling in the line.  Much to his surprise, the creature on the other end of the line pulled back, forcibly dragging Gunter across the deck, all four hundred eighty-three-pounds of him.  He gritted his decaying, tobacco stained teeth and reefed up on the fishing pole again.  Gunter reeled in a few feet of line at the same time and grunted as he stumbled backward.  The denizen from the deep jerked on the fishing rod with such force, Gunter nearly lost his grip on the pole and swallowed a mouthful of tobacco juice.  After gagging and sputtering, Gunter dropped his dump truck sized ass to the deck and planted his large rubber boots on the side of the gunwale.  He worked the wad of tobacco around his mouth like a hyperactive ten year old with a mouthful of bubble gum.  Two seconds later the overweight fisherman’s lumpy backside lifted ten inches off of the deck.  The boat was beginning to list badly as Gunter continued to rise off the wooden planks.  Just as water began to spill over the side of the boat, the line went slack and Gunter hit the deck with the force of a ten-ton pile driver.  


The bewildered fisherman stared at the limp fishing line in disbelief.  Either the line had snapped or whatever was on the other end spit out the hook.  With the fishing pole in his hands and a mouth full of tobacco juice, Gunter let out a heroic grunt and rose to his knees.  Sweat ran down his forehead like greasy worms and his fetid breath came in wheezing gasps.  He made a feeble attempt to hit the paint can but most of the dark brown spit squirted through his beard and down the front of his coveralls.  


After Gunter caught his breath, he rolled over to one side and stood up on shaky legs.  He peered over the side of the boat and let out a string of colorful obscenities as he reeled in the loose line.  When the bare hook broke the surface, Gunter placed the fishing pole between his legs and briskly yanked the Carhartt coveralls out of his butt crack.  Whatever he’d hooked into was now swimming free, mocking him.  Gunter leaned over the gunwale, cursed the fish at top of his lungs and spat a huge glob of tar-colored juice into the water.

With the speed of a lightening bolt, a set of enormous jaws exploded from the briny deep and engulfed Gunter to the waist.  He stumbled backward, tripping over the deck chair and went down hard.  In a fit of panic, Gunter reached between his legs, grasped the handle of the fishing pole and thrust it upward.  The fiberglass rod shot deep into the creature’s throat and triggered a natural gag reflex.  The monstrous halibut regurgitated Gunter’s upper half, along with a slippery mess of half digested fish.  

The monstrous fish thrashed around the deck of the Manatee until it managed to slip over the side and back into the ocean depths. 

Three hours later the crew of the Coast Guard cutter Ironsides found the forty-two foot Bayliner drifting out to sea.  They discovered Gunter Highlock sprawled across the deck of the fishing boat, mumbling about the one that got away.    
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