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For my Dad.








  
  







And you'll always love me, won't you?
Yes
And the rain won't make any difference? 
No




—Ernest Hemingway
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  Prologue

The Silver Fish That Wanted To Be Kept


a tale from the volga region, collected near saratov, circa 1891



translated from the oral tradition




There is a story the old women tell in the river villages, when the ice has come and the children cannot sleep for the sound of it cracking. They tell it quietly, without joy, the way one speaks of things that are true.
A fisherman—his name is forgotten—cast his net into the sea on a morning when the sky was the color of wet slate. He was not young, this fisherman, but he was not yet old. He lived alone in a house with one window that faced the water, and in the evenings he sat by that window and watched the boats come in, and sometimes he raised his hand to the men aboard, and sometimes they raised their hands back, and sometimes they did not.
When he pulled up his net that morning, he found among the kelp and the small crabs a silver fish. The fish was not large, no longer than a man’s hand from wrist to fingertip, and it lay very still in the net, its eye like a wet black stone.
Then the fish spoke. For this is a story, and in stories, the things that should not speak are the ones with the most to say.
“Keep me,” said the fish. Its voice was thin, like a reed pulled from the riverbank, like something that had been waiting a long time to be heard. “Take me to your home. I will be useful. I will be good. You will cook me, and I will feed you, and for one night you will not be hungry, and I will have been of use. Please. I am asking.”
The fisherman looked at the fish for a long moment. He saw how its scales caught the little light that fell through the clouds. He saw how its gills opened and closed, the desperate rhythm of a thing that knows it is dying and does not look away from the knowing.
“You are too small,” he said. Not unkindly. “There is nothing to you. More bone than flesh. I would spend more wood cooking you than I would gain from the eating.”
“I would try to be enough,” said the fish.
The fisherman shook his head, the way one does with children who ask for things that cannot be given, and he lifted the net, and he let the fish fall back into the dark water.
The fish swam down. This is what fish do when they have been thrown back: they swim down, away from the air that burns, away from the light that blinds, back to the cold and the silence where they belong.
But the silver fish did not feel that it belonged.
It had been born in the shallows near the river’s mouth, in the place where the fresh water meets the salt, and perhaps this was the trouble—it was a creature of two worlds and so was claimed by neither. From its earliest days it had felt a wrongness in itself, a wanting that the other fish did not seem to share. They ate. They spawned. They swam in great silver clouds that moved like one body, like one mind, and the silver fish tried to join them, tried to make its body move as their bodies moved, but always there was something off in its rhythm, something too eager or too slow, and the school would shift away from it, the way water shifts away from oil.
What is wrong with me, the fish wondered. Why am I not like them. Why do I want so much to be kept.
It tried, in those early years, to cure itself of the wanting. It swam to the deep places where the water was so cold it slowed the blood, and it stayed there until it could not feel its fins, hoping the numbness would spread to the other places, the places that ached. It did not.
It tried to make itself useful to the other fish. When the nets came down, it would cry out warnings—swim away, swim away, death is falling from above—but the other fish only looked at it with their flat black eyes and said nothing, and sometimes they swam away from the nets, and sometimes they did not, and either way they did not thank it, and either way they did not let it join them.
Once, the silver fish found a larger fish, a pike with a scarred face and heavy jaw, and it followed the pike for many days, staying always a body’s length behind, hoping that if it was patient and faithful and good, the pike would turn and say, Yes. You may swim with me. You are mine now. But the pike only grew irritated with the following, and one evening it turned and opened its great mouth and said, Go away, little one. I do not want a shadow. I do not want a thing that wants so much.
And the silver fish swam away, and the place inside it that ached grew larger, and it began to understand something that it did not want to understand:
That there are creatures in this world who are made wrong. Not broken—a broken thing was once whole and might be mended—but wrong from the beginning, wrong in the design itself. Creatures who are too soft for the water and too strange for the air. Creatures whose only gift is the ability to feel their own exile.
The fish grew. Seasons passed—the ice came and went, came and went—and the fish grew longer and heavier, and its scales grew brighter, and still it swam alone.
Many years later—so many that the fish had lost count of the winters, if fish can count at all—it was caught again.
The same net. The same fisherman. But the fisherman was old now, his back bent like a river reed, his hands spotted with age. He sat in his boat and pulled up the net hand over hand, and when he saw what was inside, he stopped.
“You,” he said.
The fish lay in the net and looked up at him with its one black eye. It was larger now, nearly as long as a man’s forearm, and its scales had turned a deeper silver, almost gray, like the sky before a winter storm. But the fisherman knew it. Perhaps by the eye. Perhaps by something else.
“You have grown,” the fisherman said.
“Yes.” The fish’s voice was different too, scraped thin by years of silence. “I have swum a long time. I have tried to find somewhere to belong. I have failed.”
The fisherman said nothing.
“Please,” said the fish. “I am so tired. I have been swimming for so long, and I am so tired, and I want to stop. Take me home. Cook me. Let me be of use. Let me be finished.”
The fisherman looked at the fish. Looked at his empty boat, where the other nets lay flat and dry. Looked at the sky, which was darkening toward evening, toward the color of old bruises.
“You are bigger,” he said slowly. “But still. There are others who are bigger. Others who are worth more at the market. You would feed me for one night, maybe two. And then I would be hungry again, and you would be gone, and what would have changed?”
“I would have been kept,” said the fish. “For one night. For two. I would have been inside somewhere. I would have mattered, even if only for the space of a meal. Even if only to be consumed.”
The fisherman was quiet for a long time. Long enough that the fish began to hope, began to feel something flutter in its chest like a small wing beating, though fish do not have wings, and perhaps that was the problem, perhaps it had always wanted to be something it was not.
Then the fisherman shook his head.
“Still not enough,” he said.
And he lifted the net, and he let the fish fall back into the sea.
The fish sank down through the dark water. Past the place where the light ends. Past the place where the cold begins. Down, down, to the bottom of the sea, where the sand is soft and the water is still and nothing moves except the slow drift of things that have given up.
It lay there for a long time. It did not try to swim. It did not try to join the other fish that passed above it like clouds, like shadows, like lives being lived without it.
I was never meant to be kept, the fish thought. I was only ever meant to want.
And that was the worst thing of all, worse than the loneliness, worse than the swimming, worse than the twice-refusal. To know that the wanting itself was the sickness. That if it had not wanted so much, perhaps it would have been wanted. That the very quality that made it cry keep me, keep me was the quality that made the world say no.
Some nights—if there are nights at the bottom of the sea, if there is any difference between the dark and the dark—the fish dreamed. It dreamed of the fisherman’s house, the one with the single window that faced the water. It dreamed of being inside. Of the fire, and the warmth, and the moment when the knife would come down, and then—
Nothing. Peace. Having mattered, even if only as a meal.
But the dream always ended the same way: with the fish waking on the cold sand, still whole, still alive, still swimming the space between the world that would not have it and the death that would not take it.
The fisherman died, in time. All fishermen die. His boat rotted on the shore, and his house fell slowly into the sea, and the window that had faced the water faced the water still, but now from below, looking up.
The fish outlived him by many years. This is the perhaps the cruelest part of the story, that the fish lived on and on, long past the time when anyone remembered the fisherman, long past the time when the village itself was swallowed by the marsh, long past the time when the story had any witnesses left to tell it.
Some say the fish is swimming still. That if you go to the sea on a morning when the sky is the color of wet slate, and you cast a net into the water, you might pull up a silver fish with one black eye that looks at you like it knows you, like it has been waiting for you, like it has been waiting for anyone.
And if you are wise, if you have learned anything from this story, you will do what the fisherman could not.
You will take it home.
But this is not how the story is told to children.
To children, the old women say only this: “Be careful what you want. Be careful how much you want it. The sea does not love the fish that wants to leave it. The boat does not love the fish that begs to be caught. To want too much is to become unkept-able. To need too much is to become un-need-able.”
And the children listen, and they nod, and they go to sleep, and in their dreams they swim through dark water, and they do not know yet—they cannot know yet—that some of them are silver fish, and that the wanting has already begun.
There is no moral. There is only the telling.
Some creatures are built to belong nowhere. They swim between the net and the deep, between the boat and the sea, waiting for someone to decide they are worth the keeping.
The fisherman could have kept the fish. This is the truth the story does not say aloud. He could have. It would have cost him little—a bit of wood, a bit of time—and it would have meant everything to the fish.
But he did not.
And so the fish swims on.
And so the world goes on, full of silver fish and empty nets, full of houses with windows facing the water, full of hands that reach and hands that let go.
This is the story.
Now sleep.
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Frankie







Francesca Walsh, “Frankie” to you or anybody not named Valentina or Jack Walsh for that matter, opened her eyes to a ceiling she recognized and a body she didn’t. Male, hairy at the shoulders, breathing through his mouth. He smelled like beer sweat and drugstore cologne, and he’d thrown one leg over hers like they were spooning in a mattress commercial.
Her skull pulsed. Temples, back of the head, behind the eyes. A full orchestra of pain tuning up for a symphony she hadn’t bought tickets to.
She shoved his leg off. He grunted, rolled, blinked awake.
“Hey,” he said. Smiled. His teeth were small and crowded, fighting for space. “Morning.”
“No.” Frankie sat up. Her stomach lurched. She waited for it to settle. “It’s time for you to leave.”
“What? I thought we could—”
“You thought wrong.”
He propped himself up. Still smiling.
“I remember you being a lot nicer,” he said.
Frankie found her cigarettes on the nightstand, shook one loose, lit it. The first drag tasted like salvation and regret.
“I remember you being more attractive,” she said. “Let’s go, I gotta run.”
“Wow.” He sat there. “Okay. Wow.”
“You keep saying that.”
“Because I’m processing.”
“Process faster. I have places to be.”
He got dressed in silence, jeans first, then the wrinkled button-down that had looked better in whatever bar she’d found him in. At the door, he turned back.
“You know, people like you—”
She exhaled smoke in
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