THE STORY OF THE FISH

"Old Pop, " that's what my Grandson Andrew calls me. "Tell me the 
story again of how you caught the biggest fish in the world."

Andy was sitting by my side, gazing quietly at my white bearded face, 
patiently waiting. He was waiting for the story of the fish to swim to 
the surface of my consciousness like the great creature that had swam 
from the depths of the sea so many summers before.

It was September 1976 and like the time the fish arrived, it was the 
late summer of my life: good health, good fortune and all of my family 
surrounded me like the sun and the warm summer breeze that danced off 
the ocean that late afternoon.

My Father was with me that day as we had sailed off the beach in 
Margate City, NJ on a Hobie catamaran sailboat. The wind was light and 
gentle and the sky was rippled with small puffy white clouds that 
drifted slowly ashore.

Dad was about my age back then but he ran on the boardwalk everyday, 
so he was in good shape. He loved to sail and that day was particularly 
calm. Sharks had been sighted for the past several days that summer but 
that was not unusual when the water was warm and the fish were 
plentiful.

I remember seeing schools of sea rays pass beneath the boat like 
small, fast moving, brown- speckled carpets floating under the surface. 
And then, it was there...quietly circling on the calm of the ocean, 
making a small wave of it's own as it pushed itself forward.

"What are you doing ?" Dad asked as I stood up to get a better view of 
the marine mammoth which swam before us. "Sit down before you fall in 
and end up with the sharks," he yelled.

"Don't worry," I said. "Take the helm. I'm going in for the fish."

"What...with your bare hands ?"

I glanced back and saw Dad's face as white as a sheet as I plunged 
into the warm sea and swam up to the black fish that was almost as long 
as me.

"You didn't hurt the fish...did you Old Pop." asked Andy, waking me 
from my reverie.

We were sitting in my back yard by the fish pond as I told the story. 
I had built the pond for my wife several years after my Father died. My 
wife was recuperating from bone cancer and building the pond had given 
me something to do. It had also given her something to watch.

Now the large dark catfish that swam in that pond were almost as big 
as the fish I had caught that day in the ocean.

"Was he as big as that one ?" Andrew asked, pointing to the huge dusky 
catfish at the bottom.

"Bigger," I whispered. Andy's eyes grew large with wonder.

"When I was near the fish," I explained to the young boy, attempting 
political correctness, " I saw that it was injured and I decided to 
help it swim further out to sea. The poor fish seemed dazed and it was 
swimming ashore in it's confusion."

Actually, it seemed like the large Black Drum I had found that 
afternoon, may have collided with a rockpile or piling and injured it's 
swim bladder. At least that was the explanation I got from Mike 
Shepard, the fish editor from the Press of Atlantic City later that day 
when I called him to inquire.

"You never change, Old Buddy," Mike had chided me that day. "Swimming 
with large injured fish in shark infested waters...you're crazy !"

In any case, it appeared that the fish could not swim below the 
surface. At least that was what I thought when I swam next to it and 
brushed up against it black slippery surface. I felt the large 
gitar-pick like scales against my bare skin and then I was eye-ball to 
eye-ball with the great fish.

"Pop, what did you do ?" I could see that my Grandson was excited.

"Well," I paused for dramatic effect... "I gently put my arms around 
the big slippery fish and tried to steer him out to sea."

"Oh yeah, Pop...like them people do down in Florida when they find the 
whales and dolphins that wash up on the beach."

"Yeah," I replied, beginning to feel a little guilty. "Exactly."

"So," he said, "what happened next ?"

"Well, Andy, it's kinda sad."

"Why ?" he asked.

"Well because the old fish just died right in my arms...there in the 
middle of the ocean."

I gazed quietly into the fish pond, hoping that Andrew could not 
detect the glimmer of humor in my voice.

"How about that, Old Pop...right there in your arms," he sighed.

"Well, that's what I thought," I replied, attempting to swim back to 
the truth. "Until I put my hand down his throat and through his gill 
slit to bring him back to the boat. I didn't just wanna leave him 
there...why waste a beatiful fish !"

What happened after I put my fist down the old fish's throat was 
enough to scare anyone. I knew that the Drum fish had no teeth and I 
thought that in it's weakened condition I could just pass a sheet line 
from the boat through it's mouth and out the gill slits. Then I would 
pull it aboard.

What a surprise ! The fish felt my hand in it's mouth, instinctively 
clamped down on it and dove for the bottom of the ocean....with me 
attached.

I remember glancing just briefly at my Dad before going under. He was 
panicked. I thought I heard him yell something. Then I was under the 
water and it was just me and the great fish.

I can't really explain everything I felt during that long minute as 
the big fish pulled me down to its den. At first, I recall thinking 
that I was going to die and then I thought...what a stupid way to go.

I remember feeling his tremendous strength beside my body, the soft. 
slime of it's scales against my skin and the pain of his jaws clamped 
around my fist.

From my experience as a master diver in the Hawaiian Islands, working 
for the Sea Life Park at Makapuu, Oahu, I knew that my time under water 
without oxygen was limited...maybe two minutes at most. My mind had 
already begun to count down the mili-seconds.

At one point, I felt like the fish and I were one...like I was the 
fish. I felt the pressure as he raced towards the bottom. We swept past 
a school of something but all I could see was dark forms.

My lungs were beginning to burn...time was running out.

I can't say how deep we went that day, but it seemed like fathoms. My 
ears ached and I was scared. In reality, we probably only dove one 
atmosphere or about 15 feet beneath the surface because we were only 
about half-a-mile off the beach.

There is a saying that my Grandfather, Joseph Broome, used to say. He 
was a commercial fisherman and a Captain on the Atlantic City Beach 
Patrol in his youth. One day he told me that "God protects fools, 
drunks and little children."

I certainly qualified for the "fool" designation that day and God was 
there beside me and the fish: we hit the bottom of the ocean floor and 
my legs sprung into action, pushing us up towards the surface of the 
sea.

I recall feeling the fish weaken as we neared the daylight and with 
all the exertion, I thought my lungs were about to burst. We had only 
been under water for a minute but it seemed like an eternity.

When we broke the surface, my Dad was cheering like a school boy at a 
football game after a touchdown. He was about 10 yards away and I 
struggled with the fish attached to my arm as he sailed the catamaran 
next to me.

I pulled the sheet line through the gill slits, out of the fish's 
mouth and tied it to the trampoline of the boat. I wiggled aboard and 
struggled to pull the big fish with me. It was as long as the boat was 
wide or about 4 feet in length.

We sailed into the beach as the sun drew long shadows on the sand. I 
felt like a king. When we hit the shoreline, I was surprised to see a 
crowd of people on the beach. Contestants from the Miss America Pagent 
were at the Osbourne Avenue Beach Club with photographers from the 
Press snapping their pictures.

My buddy the writer, Christopher Cook Gilmore, was at the bulkhead as 
I struggled to carry the fish towards the street.

"Run it down to Captain Andy's and weigh it in for the contest while 
it's still heavy with water weight," Gilmore advised.

"You better hurry," he chuckled. "The photographers have spotted you 
and they're comin' down the beach for a shot. You don't wanna picture 
of you in the papers with that thong on and the fish hung over your 
back...flapping at your ankles ! What would the neighbors say ?"

He smiled and sauntered down the beach with a beautiful young lass 
under his arm.

Yes, the neighbors did talk all that week but it was only about the 
fish which we ate during a block party we threw to celebrate the catch. 
I asked a friend at a local bakery to bake the fish in butter...the 
scales were too big and hard to remove.

Life is so beautiful. It is a continuous process: we're born, we grow, 
our parents love and care for us and then we pass and our children 
continue to tell the stories we told them.

The fish weighed in at 52 pounds. I didn't win the contest because 
there were no categories for a "fish caught by hand". But I'm told that 
it did appear that year in the Guiness World Book of Records. Who knows 
? I never checked.

In the end the only thing that mattered was the memory. Gilmore once 
told me that "we live the first half of our lives creating the memories 
that carry us through the rest of our lives."

My Dad is gone, but remembered as the little giant that he 
was...forever running along the beaches of Margate with his Sand 
Piper-like stride. "Gramps", my Grandfather has been dead for decades 
but when I sail the seas as a Captain in the Merchant Marines, I still 
hear his voice in my head guiding me at the helm: "Stand steady as she 
goes and watch the horizon."

Friend Gilmore died last summer. I miss him, but he sits beside me in 
my mind as I write this story....guiding each word.

They are all here...we just don't see them.

They are right here, just like my Grandson, Andrew.

"Old Pop, what are you thinking ?"
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