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This is a fish story.

Not only is the tale I’m about to tell unbelievable, fantastical, hard to swallow, it is also about a literal fish. A fish I caught at the pond in my neighborhood. A seemingly small creature that would prove to have mammoth repercussions. At times throughout my cautionary story, you may want to call bullshit on me. I wouldn’t expect anything less, because, as I’ve said:

This is a fish story.

The pond in question isn’t really a pond at all. It’s much too large to be a pond, more like a lake, but the travel board of Spectre County thought it sounded more whimsical to call it a pond in the brochures that littered the lobbies of every motel within a hundred mile radius of town. Along the north end of the “pond” there’s a small channel that connects with the dam and power plant on the other side.

I’ve been coming to the pond since I was four, back when I would fish with my grandpa. We never caught anything, though it was claimed the water was stocked with a healthy supply of perch and catfish. I don’t know what we would have done with any fish we caught anyway, probably throw them back. Grandpa said he wouldn’t eat any fish that came out of Spectre pond for all the tea in China. Whatever that meant.

Still our afternoons weren’t wasted. Fishing can be boring unless you have someone there with you to pass the time. Grandpa told me stories from his youth, growing up in the area; back in the days before the dam had been built. His own father used to take him fishing at the pond. In those days the fish could be consumed without fear of contagents in the water. There had to be some truth to this, because ever since the power plant closed down, Spectre pond would have seasons of strange algae blooms. A carpet of vibrant, almost glowing, green duckweed would spread from one side of the pond to the other. These blooms were also marked by an uptick in dead migratory birds who would stop for a rest at the poisoned pond. Their half decomposed carcasses floated on the surface until Fish and Game retrieved them with a net from their inflatable skiffs.

I came to the pond to fish just about every free moment I could spare. My grandpa has since passed on - funny enough he choked on a fishbone, but not from a fish caught in Spectre pond, this fish had been from the buffet on a cruise he took to Baja California - but I like to think he still joins me in spirit. Nowadays if I’m not fishing alone to collect my thoughts, my good friend Nathan often joins me. Nathan’s not much of a fisherman, however, and instead likes to remind me how bored he is or to criticize how I cast my line out.

“It’s hot,” Nathan whined. We hadn’t been there for fifteen minutes yet and already it had begun. We moved along the bank of the pond to an area with some shade from the pepper trees.

“Better?” I asked him. He grumbled a reply I didn’t hear and played with the plastic ends of his shoelaces.

“Why do you come out here?” Nathan tossed small pebbles into the water, effectively scaring away any fish that might have been waiting out the heat of the day in the shady, cooler water. “You never catch anything.”

“I wonder why that is,” I said. I recast my line further out. The red and white bobber attached to my line plopped under the water before resurfacing.

“My mom bought me a new game for the PS4,” Nathan said. “And she picked up some more pizza rolls, we could go back to my place and get out of this heat–”

“Go ahead,” I said. I moved further down the bank.

“Whatever, man.” Nathan jumped up to his feet and patted the dust from his backside. “Well, you’ll know where I’ll be when you come to your senses.”

He started to walk away until he noticed the direction I had taken. I walked toward the area of the pond where it met up with the channel cascading down some rocks from the abandoned dam.

“You know you’re not supposed to be over there,” Nathan said through cupped hands.

“Yeah, I know,” I said over my shoulder. 

In my head I counted to ten before I thought Nathan would follow after me. I hadn’t even  made it to three before I heard his footfalls right behind me.

“I thought you were going home?”

“What and let you get thrown in jail by yourself?” Nathan sucked air after his short distance run. I was straightening out my line, getting ready to cast it out amongst a grouping of lily pads with pastel purple flowers soaking up the sunshine.

“If you’re going to stay here,” I said, “you have to keep quiet. Fish are very susceptible to human voices. Especially morons.”

Nathan went to zip his lips when my words found meaning.

“Hey,” he said. “I resent that.”

I rolled my eyes and chuckled lightly. After letting out a little more line and checking to make sure the weights were secure, my hook landed between two of the bigger lily pads. I’d gotten much better over the years of directing my cast exactly where I wished it to go.

We stood together on the gravel bank of the pond watching for minute ripples to spread out from my bobber. It can be almost hypnotic watching, willing, for the telltale signs there has been a bite at the end of the line. Small ripples could indicate something nibbling the bait, but when the end of the pole starts to bend...

“Hey you got something!”

My pole bent and there was definite pressure coming from under the black water. I couldn’t see what my line had caught on, but it sure felt like a whopper. I cranked the reel, testing the tension of the line. Something pulled back. I lurched forward, my sneakers skidding in the gravel.

“Reel it in! Reel it in!”

As if I needed to be told what to do. Nathan shaded his eyes from the sun, peering into the murk.

“It’s huge,” he said. He jumped around to get a better look through the changing shadows. “Must be some sort of a record. I bet they’ll give you a trophy. Or at least you’ll have your picture in the paper.”

I tried not to listen to his words, though they did give me some pleasure. Imagine...my picture in the paper. I’d be famous. Of course I’d have to bring the beast up from the depths first. I bit my lip and dug my heels in, preparing for the fight of my life.

I turned the handle, treading the line back on the spool, while also simultaneously pulling back on the pole itself. My heart raced with excitement. I thought of my grandfather and how proud of me he’d be. After all these years, we finally caught something.

“You’re going to lose him,” Nathan said.

“I’m...not...going...”

The line went slack and I was able to crank more freely. It was easy now. Perhaps the fish had grown tired. I smiled with satisfaction. I’d out-waited him.

“Get the net ready,” I directed. 

Nathan looked around till he spotted the fishing net resting against the rocks behind me. He scooped it up and stood at the ready to get the fish when it surfaced. I could see the shape taking form as my line neared completion.

“Look at her,” I said, “she’s gonna be a beaut!”

My joy soon evaporated. I hadn’t caught a fish at all. A tree limb poked out of the water, covered in silt and pond scum. Nathan dropped the net and placed his hands on his knees to laugh at me.

“Look at that,” he said through his braying. “You should stuff it and hang it on the wall.”

“Shut up!” I freed my hook from the branch, throwing the latter back into the water. Nathan kept laughing, tears in his eyes. I cleaned some of the goop off my weights and threw the green strands of crud at him.

“Hey,” he shrieked. “My mom will kill me if I come back with stains on my shirt.”

“Then stop laughing,” I said. “You thought I’d caught something too.”

It didn’t seem like Nathan would fail to find the event less humorous anytime soon so I left him to yuck it up alone. I danced across the rocks in the channel, up to a smaller pool of water closer to the dam. 

Something flinted in the light, catching my eye.

I leaned down to the pool for a closer look. A school of fish, no bigger than a couple inches each, swam in unison. When the light reflected off their bodies, their scales lit up with brilliant pinks and purples. Some had tinges of orange and yellow underlining the stronger hues. The school swished in a mesmerizing ball of color.

“Hey, come take a look at this!”

Nathan either didn’t hear me, or no longer cared. I turned back to the fish in the small pool. Discarded at my feet I found a water bottle some careless hiker probably dropped months ago. I screwed off the lid and lowered the bottle into the water. One of the fish, maybe the most curious of the bunch, actually swam over to investigate the foreign object to his world. The fish fit through the mouth of the bottle easily, and once inside, I scooped up the bottle to examine the fish closer.

It was a thing of beauty. Without the flair of sunlight, the fish appeared a boring old gray. But the second it caught those rays, it was like a grand finale in the fourth of July firework show down at the high school.

“Wow,” I said, without realizing. The fish darted around in the water, ramming into the sides of the bottle as if it were testing the plastic for a weakness, for a way out.

I held the bottle up in the air to display for Nathan’s benefit when I froze in place. Nathan had his back to me and looked to be engaged in a conversation with a park ranger. I hadn’t heard his city issued vehicle pull up on the gravel path. The ranger gestured in my direction.

Without hesitation I screwed the cap onto the bottle and stuffed it into my back pocket. I then secured my line to the fishing pole and gathered up all my belongings. Nathan was waving for me to come over.

As I neared him, he said, “We better go. That ranger’s not too happy you were playing in the channel.”

Nathan led the way and while I followed, I peeked over at the ranger standing by the front end of his vehicle. He folded his arms over his chest and stared at me from behind mirrored sunglasses. He didn’t say anything to me, which I took as a good sign he hadn’t seen what I was doing by the small pool.

When we had put sufficient distance between us and the ranger, I slapped Nathan’s shoulder and said, “You’re never going to believe what I found.”

I then took to running home, Nathan winded, followed after me.

––––––––
[image: ]


We both stood with our hands on our knees, peering at the strange fish now swimming in my fish tank at home. When I had poured out the water bottle into the tank, my two telescope eyed goldfish didn’t react positively to the intruder’s presence. Their eyes seemed to jump further from their heads then they already stuck out. They both swam for safety inside the rainbow colored castle at the bottom of the tank.

“What kind of fish do you think it is?” Nathan asked. His face was practically pressed up against the glass.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m going to ask Mrs. Mackenzie on Monday. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

The fish’s scales fired off bright bursts of color from the fluorescent tube above. We both marveled at the iridescent display.

“Can he survive in there?”

“I don’t see why not. It’s fresh water, just like in the pond.” I paused with a pinch of flake food between my thumb and forefinger. “Well, probably fresher than the pond water.”

I dropped the earth-toned flakes of fish food on the surface. The pond fish turned one eye toward it and in a flash snapped up over a dozen of the flakes. In a few seconds the whole pinch of food had been devoured.

“Cool,” we both said in unison.

By this time it was getting late and Nathan had to head home for dinner. He told me to keep him updated on the fish, if I was able to find anything out about it. I had no way of knowing then, just how little I knew what a bad idea it was to bring the fish home with me.
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The next day was Sunday, and if anything out of the ordinary happened that day, it was too subtle for me to notice. I gave my fish another pinch and half of food - now that I was feeding for three - and waited to see if the two goldfish would vacate the castle premises. One of the goldfish came about half way out. It opened and closed his O-shaped mouth several times before retreating back into the darkness of the castle walls.

“That’s weird,” I said. They were always hungry in the morning and I could rely on them to eat most, if not all, of their food. In the amount of time it took to think this, the pond fish had once again eaten every flake of food. At least someone was hungry. When the goldfish got hungry enough they’d come out in search of the next meal, I had no doubt. The next morning I was proved wrong.

I got up for school and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. I picked up the container of flake food as I normally did and doled out a pinch or two. I bent over and yawned, watching for the goldfish to make their appearance but the entrance to the castle remained unused.

Searching the tank from every angle I couldn’t spot the bulbous eyed goldfish anywhere. They’d vanished. That’s when I noticed the pond fish had grown. He was about four times the size he’d been only yesterday.

“How is that possible...”

The fish darted around sucking in the flakes of food. His larger body reflected light like a disco ball, sending flairs of color onto the wall behind the tank. When the food had been exhausted, the fish swam up to the front and seemed to peer through the glass back at me. His tail swished back and forth. I don’t know if I was just tired or what, but I could have sworn he used one of his pectoral fins to point to his open mouth, as if he were asking for more food. I laughed despite myself and gave him another pinch of food.

I left him to dine in bliss to go get ready for school and ponder what could have happened to the other two fish. It’s not like they could have escaped. I didn’t want to believe it, but the only explanation was that the pond fish had eaten them both in the night. Possibly that’s why he had grown so much.

The last thing I did before leaving to catch the bus was to take a photo of the fish to show my biology teacher. I wanted to make sure I got a good photo and decided to turn on the flash. My photo mimicked the sound of a camera shutter as the flash illuminated the whole tank.

The bright light freaked the fish and he barred a row of teeth I didn’t know he had. The fish swam rapidly looking for a getaway and in the process he smashed his head into the glass, leaving behind a starred hairline fracture.

“Shit!”

I didn’t have time to take care of the problem now, not with the bus due any second. To serve as a Band-Aid till I got home, I used a strip of tape over the cracked glass and prayed it would hold while I was away.

At lunch I tracked down Mrs. Mackenzie before she sought sanctuary in the teacher’s lounge. She was taken by the fish’s beauty at once and remarked on what a good photo I had taken - I was able to snatch the shot before the pond fish displayed his row of gleaming teeth. She scrutinized the photo and even looked up a few things on the internet, but try as she might, she couldn’t identify the species of fish I had caught, which struck me weird.

According to fish and game, they claimed the pond was stocked with only a small handful of fish, about four or five different species. The pond fish I caught - or captured really - wasn’t one of them.

The only thing Mrs. Mackenzie could say for certain was she thought it could be a descendant of an ancient line. The way the scales clumped in the rigid back didn’t appear in most species we’ve identified today. Perhaps I had a new species of fish on my hands. If that were true I would of course have to name it after my grandfather who instilled in me my love of fishing. We would both be famous.

Heading home I was feeling pretty good. I could see my picture in the Spectre Times, front page with the caption: Local Boy Names Fish After Late Grandfather. Naturally I would have to tell the photographers to use natural light, my poor fish tank wouldn’t stand up to another barrage brought on by flashbulbs.

My mom was pulling a sheet of homemade chocolate chip cookies (my favorite, as long as they don’t contain walnuts) out of the oven when I came through the door. She offered a piping hot cookie to me, which I declined. She then asked if I was feeling alright, because when had she ever known me to turn down one of her cookies?

I said that I had something to take care of in my room, but I would come down for some cookies and milk in a little while. I can only imagine how much she jumped when a moment later I screamed at the top of my lungs.

My mom rushed into the room to see what the fuss was about. The tape I had put on the fish tank hadn’t held. A long crack ran left to right across the top half of the tank. The water level was low and my carpet was soaked. The pond fish - if my eyes weren’t deceiving me - had also grown while I was at school and laid on its side, barely covered with water.

“What do I do?” I said. My voice more frantic than I wished it to be.

“Honey, the carpet’s all wet...”

My mom can be so helpful sometimes.

“...And where did you get this fish? Where are your goldfish?”

“I’ll explain later,” I said. “I need to get him in some more water first.”

“Why’s everyone in here?”

My little sister pushed my bedroom door open and walked in, lugging her pet cat in her arms. The cat was bigger than she could hold and its white, fluffy fur spilled over my sister’s little, bird arms. Chloe - that’s the cat’s name, not my sister - had one of those smashed faces, like it had been pressed against a glass window all its life and she wore a pink collar with a metallic bell that would announce her presence everywhere she went.

When the pond fish spotted the cat in my sister’s arms, its eye widened in fear (or so I thought it was fear at the time - I now know better). The fish flapped around in the water.

“Hurry.” My voice cracked, having suddenly gone dry. “We gotta do something.”

“I’ll fill up the bathtub,” my mom said. “That’ll have to do until we can figure out a more permanent
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