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Spider’s Web

 


His name
was Dean Webb. Naturally we called him Spider.

Some
people observed that with his long skinny legs and gangly arms he
actually looked like a spider too. But to me, seeing him standing
sideways with his tongue hanging out, he looked more like a zip on
a crumpled old anorak.

But that
didn’t mean he was soft. Far from it! When the moment came Spider
could be as vicious as a marauding tarantula with
migraine.

Actually
he was only a Leading Steward, just one step above the rest of us
in the pecking order, but if Spider took exception to you he had an
uncanny skill of making your life a misery. And when you’re stuck
on an Irish cruise ship somewhere in the Mediterranean there
weren’t many places you could go to avoid him. So your best bet was
to just keep your head down and try not to annoy him.

That was
easier said than done, of course. Spider had skin like tissue
paper. Everything annoyed him!

Anyway,
one Saturday last September we were visiting Naples and it was an
amazingly beautiful day. The blue-green sea shimmered in a
spectacular haze that blended so delicately with the paler blue of
the sky it was impossible to tell for certain where the horizon
was.

Most of
the passengers had gone ashore to visit the sights and the Captain
was taking a group of very important Italian businessmen for a trip
around the bay in his very sleek and very impressive motorboat. It
was something to do with twinning Naples with Waterford.

Of course
there was no sightseeing for the crew. Work still had to be done -
stores had to be brought on board, people had to be fed - so we
were all mustered on the upper deck to help unload the pallets of
stock that were hoisted up on huge cranes. The pallets were stacked
along the starboard side out of sight of the jetty and the delicate
eyes the passengers. Then they were stripped down and each box was
passed from man to man all the way down to the stockroom five decks
below.

Spider
was in charge that day, even though it was such a simple task there
really was no need for a supervisor at all. I mean, what could
possibly go wrong? But Spider was loving it. He fluttered up and
down the line trying to generate some enthusiasm in the fierce heat
and caused only chaos.

Suddenly
something caught his eye and he leant over the
guardrail.

‘Oh, look,’ he announced with a delighted yelp. ‘The Captain’s
boat is coming alongside.’

Spider
was desperate to make an impression on this tour. It was the last
one of the season and when the ship got back to Cork in two weeks’
time we were all due to be paid off. But there were some permanent
jobs - like the Captain’s steward - and Spider dreamed of being the
Captain’s steward. Consequently he took every opportunity to endear
himself to the Captain.

We all
stopped and looked down at the imposing machine as it glided
smoothly towards the pontoon at the bottom of the starboard
gangway. A young seaman waited anxiously for the boat’s rope to be
thrown to him. He caught it, made a loop around the stanchion and
took up the slack.

The
Captain stood up and with a gentlemanly wave of his hand beckoned
for his guests to disembark. They in turn insisted he go first. He
beamed all over his face, tugged at his immaculate white tunic and
gingerly put one foot on the pontoon.


Unfortunately at that very moment a burly stoker who wasn’t
paying attention heaved a case of frozen chickens to the man next
to him - which was me!

Caught
completely off guard I yelped like a girl as I made a wild grab for
it. But I misjudged the weight of the stupid thing and it slammed
into the bulkhead behind me. The box burst open and spewed out a
dozen frozen chickens that careered off in all directions. Somehow
I managed to wrap my arms around one of them but it was like a
block of ice and it spurted out again with the speed of a cannon
ball. It hit the deck and hurtled towards the Captain’s gangway,
clattering past Spider in a blur of light.

Spider
saw a glorious opportunity in this. Without a moment’s hesitation
he sprang at it like a Manchester United goalie in a crucial cup
final. And he actually managed to catch it!

But as his long dependable fingers wrapped around it his
foot cracked against the edge of a stanchion and he didn’t
quite land as
gracefully as he’d intended. Instead he flipped upside down and
disappeared head first down the gangway.

The young
seaman at the bottom of the gangway had a look of sheer horror on
his face when he saw the Leading Steward and a frozen chicken
bearing down on him from a great height. He tried to dance out of
the way but misjudged it by a fraction of an inch and the chicken
cracked him on the shin.

His
instinct was to hold onto the boat’s rope. But the pain was just
too much and he hopped across the pontoon clutching his leg. And
the rope slid from his hands and dropped into the sea.

The boat
immediately began to slip away from the pontoon and it was only
held back by the Captain’s legs which were now stretched to
capacity. His face had turned as white as his beautifully starched
tunic, and he struggled to maintain a dignified composure as he
snapped angrily at the seaman to behave himself and get a
grip!

Meanwhile
the extra weight of Spider crash-landing on the pontoon and the
desperate wobbling of the boat created the strangest swell you’d
ever seen. It was like a weird sort of spout. It erupted between
the pontoon and the boat and it slapped the Captain on the back of
the legs.

They said
it was probably shock that made him use language like that. Anyway,
he was quickly hauled out of the Bay of Naples. And as he staggered
away supported by a cluster of anxious officers he glared furiously
at the prostrate Spider.


***

For some
strange reason Spider got it into his head that I’d orchestrated
the entire incident just to ruin his chance of becoming the
Captain’s steward. He assumed his name was now circled in red ink
in the Personnel Office and he saw his dream evaporating like a
wisp of fog when the sun came out.

He
planned his revenge carefully.

He knew
from the roster that I was going to be on duty in the officer’s
pantry that night. I’d be going on watch just as he was coming off.
So he got one of his electrician friends to fix a large battery and
a switch to the shiny brass handles of the pantry door.

He was
like a prancing shadow as he kept an excited and giggly lookout,
and when he saw me appear around the corner he darted back inside
the pantry, slid the door shut and threw the switch.

Hearing
the expected thud of a body being struck by an enormous bolt of
naked electricity, he switched off the battery and whipped open the
door with a wild look of anticipation on his face.

That look
vanished instantly, of course. Now Spider looked as if he’d been
slapped in the face with a defrosted cod fillet. Because the
frazzled figure stuck to the door handle was actually the Captain
himself, his eyes unfocused and as wide as saucers.

Spider
groaned like a drain in a cheap hotel. It was his own fault,
though. He’d been a steward on this ship for two seasons already,
so he should have known the Captain always crept down to the pantry
late at night to make himself a mug of cocoa before he went to
bed.

Now
Spider could only stand there whimpering as the
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