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Praise for Love and Other Fish

“In describing Love and Other Fish I could use words like wonder, heartbreak, astonishment, clarity, rumination, and understanding. But what I really want to say is just read this book. With its beautiful narratives and contemplations, Love and Other Fish explores the strangeness of human experience and the strangeness of looking back. How wonderful and immersive to be guided by such a wise and generous writer.”—Beth Nguyen, author of Owner of a Lonely Heart: A Memoir

“Hannah Hindley is one of those rare writers whose generosity, knowledge, and lyricism take you on adventures of the heart and wilds while also making you feel right at home. Love and Other Fish swims among watery lives, including ours, with assurance, vulnerability, and wisdom. These essays are gorgeous.”—Christopher Cokinos, author of Still as Bright: An Illuminating History of the Moon from Antiquity to Tomorrow

“These astonishing essays braid grief, science, and love so tenderly that the world itself feels newly textured—each fish, each memory, each bright moment asking us to pay better attention to what keeps us alive. Love and Other Fish moves with a deep tenderness—an attention to the overlooked and the nearly forgotten—and in doing so, builds a world where memory, love, and survival can swim and splash beside each other.”—Aimee Nezhukumatathil, author of World of Wonders: In Praise of Fireflies, Whale Sharks, and Other Astonishments


“Science and the mysteries, the measurables, and the ineffables, the learned, and the felt are pulled together and arranged in this gorgeous collection, a musculature built of personal bravery and a sense of oneness with the natural world. A lyrical sensibility married to the precisions of scientific exploration—a profound combination of ways of being, thinking/feeling, and forging kinship with the wider world. I’m thrilled this book will be in the world, especially at a time when we need to be stunned back into love and care and other worlds.”—Lia Purpura, author of All the Fierce Tethers: Essays

“Love and Other Fish moves fluidly between taxonomy and personal vignette, stitching together a beautifully crafted piece collection that asks us who we are, who we’ve been, and how we are, ultimately, always plural animal selves. It’s a work that teaches and reaches for relation, asking readers to consider the pitfalls and possibilities of our gendered bodies.”—Julietta Singh, author of The Breaks: An Essay
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TO THE GIRLS WHO GO LOOKING FOR THEMSELVES, AND TO THOSE WHO ARE BRAVE IN LOVING WHAT THEY FIND





And when white moths were on the wing,

And moth-like stars were flickering out,

I dropped the berry in a stream

And caught a little silver trout.

—W. B. Yeats, “The Song of Wandering Aengus”
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Introduction

WHEN I FIRST MET a whale shark in the Bay of La Paz, I wondered how the boat driver found it—something so huge but findable only by its fin cutting low across the choppy surface. Even after I’d jumped in the sea, where buzzing plankton turned the water gray green, I kicked and spun there in the murk. I looked and looked. It wasn’t until the shark—all forty feet of it—came quite close that I could see it. By then, it was so near I could feel the forward push of water as it approached me. Its mouth was wide, and I backpaddled and scooched out of its way, coughing salt water through my snorkel: a rabbit darting from an approaching truck. Though I knew it would not swallow me—knew it did not wish to, even if it could—the enormity of it, and the proximity, set my heart racing. It filled my whole view. It moved like a train. Invisible effort, plunging momentum.

Later, in the deep water off Hawai‘i’s Big Island, I finally saw a whale shark clearly, free of murk. Out there, two miles from shore, the volcanic seafloor drops six thousand feet into the abyss. Deep currents swirl against the drop-off. The rising water collects strange debris and carries it along in an odd parade. Along that rip, a small boat might come across a crate from Japan, bristling with gummy-necked barnacles, pods of pilot whales with skin like black glass, or a lone whale shark prowling for food in the current. That’s where we found her, moving between fishing boats.

I was the only one to jump. The other passengers stayed aboard our small Zodiac, leaning over the edge. The water was shocking—blue in every direction, a prismatic bottomlessness. My heart ran like a river in my ears. But ahead of me and rising up from below swam the shark, and my heart slowed, and I kicked toward her. Her twenty-ton body was as long as a whale’s body, gray and dappled with white and slashed with the same blue light that bathed us both.

Later, I’d learn that the patterns on a whale shark’s body so resemble the night sky that to better recognize individuals, biologists apply a NASA algorithm designed for identifying star patterns. We overlay what we know about the sky across the bodies of sharks, like layers of tracing paper. Could the same be true, in reverse? We see galaxies on the backs of these giants. But when I look at the dark sky, I see clouds curved like fish bellies and starry freckles across the skin of the night. Can sharks and other fish help us understand the workings of the stars, or of the earth, or even of our own little bodies kicking through the blue? I ask this question, quietly and often, in the pages ahead.

That day off the coast of Hawai‘i, a fellow guide arrived with his guests in another Zodiac to look for the shark. He took an underwater picture of me as I swam with her. I still treasure that snapshot. In the photo, the shark is too big to fit inside the frame. She muscles ahead above me, her head out of sight, her body a kaleidoscope of speckles. I lag below, both arms tucked at my side, my whole body taut as an arrow, reaching.

And aren’t we all good at reaching, good at looking for connections? We draw lines between stars, build shapes with them in order to tell stories. Like us, fish are patternmakers. Off the coast of Japan, geometric mandalas materialize in the soft seafloor—appearing and melting away, mysterious as crop circles. Only recently have we learned that these are made by male puffer fish, who spend nine days brushing sand into concentric rippled circles, carving out valleys with their fins, decorating the ridges with bits of shell, carting the finest sediment into the center of the circle, soft for nesting, pale as a love letter just before pen touches page. Where I work in Alaska, salmon make long, looping migrations that carry them out to sea, sometimes for years, then back again to cleanly remembered birthplaces deep in bear-musky valleys, or far inland under the glint of summer snow, or in quiet lakes that turn red with the backs of fish that have arrived to close the circle once again. A group of whale sharks is called a constellation, and maybe there’s a story there, too.

Anyone who has gone walking with me knows that this collection could just as easily be about beetles, or flowers, or squirrels. I didn’t choose to tell these stories because I love fish most of all. Fish are not more exceptional than any of the other little living things that make life in this weird century a little more miraculous, a little more connective.

Still, all my life, fish have risen to swim through my stories: through the burial of my first (and only) pet catfish under the pear tree in our clay-heavy California backyard, and through the shining exhibits at the Steinhart Aquarium, where my father worked when I was small. Through my time as a not-very-good biology student in college, exploring Harvard’s sprawling fish collection and learning to take oceanographic measurements at sea from the deck of a sailing ship with the Williams-Mystic Maritime Studies program. Through my windblown winter days guiding in the Sea of Cortez (I still dream of that strange and awe-inspiring morning when a heavy oarfish collided into my body in the shallows off Isla San Francisco). Through the years I’ve spent as a snorkel guide, following little fish over coral reefs and following big fish into the blue light of the open ocean. Through my time in the desert where, while working toward my MFA, I discovered little topminnows and spikedace populating Arizona’s endangered waterways. Through the trackless Alaskan forests that I’ve spent ten summers navigating, stepping through streams thick with spawning fish and squeezing between colossal trunks of old trees whose wood is made from a thousand generations of salmon.

Even through the life I lead now—unimaginable when I first began writing the essays in this collection—fish swim. In the tide pools on the Sonoma coast, where I leaned close, untethered from time, to watch dappled sculpins in the oppressive early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the harissa-rose halibut that my now-husband simmered for me on an early date, to eat in front of the fire as he read to me from A Natural History of Western Trees. Fish have moved through so many of the stories that have made me me.

Alongside fish, I’ve lost and loved, flailed and grown graceful, adventured and learned how to hold ground. Again and again and again—like migratory patterns, like constellation lines reaching between stars—fish, it seems, have chosen me.

I once studied under a professor who charted the bodies of fish in colored ink across whiteboards. He insisted that—to our detriment—much of what we think we know about ecology is based on terrestrial life, the things that live on land. For example: Ecologists, in general, believe that the way animals catch and eat their prey requires a special design to match the nature of the prey. I taught this concept, too, when I worked with middle schoolers in the Hoh Rain Forest. We played a game called “bird beak bonanza,” experimenting with Darwinian ideas about diversity and specialization. I’d give my students different tools to stand in for beaks—spoons, chopsticks, butter knives, forks—and I’d lay different “foods” in the middle of our circle (beads, marshmallows, marbles). The students were responsible for using whichever tool they’d been given to scoop whatever items they could grab into their bellies, which were small cups.

Not all the utensils could pick up all the foods, but eventually each student discovered which specific item they could grasp with the particular tool they had. They learned with their hands how life evolves toward specialization—different beaks for different foods, just like Darwin’s finches, all evolved from a common ancestor. Consider the slender tongue of the anteater, specialized for eating its thousand scuttling breakfasts out of narrow holes in the ground. Or the molars of a deer—flat for munching foliage—compared with a bobcat’s jagged carnassial teeth that shear meat like scissors.

Most of what’s taught in ecology classrooms is based on these terrestrial examples, and then applied offhandedly to all life, in all places above and below water. Animals diversify in order to take advantage of very different foods, evolving toward specialization, right? Wrong, insisted my professor. What might be fact on land doesn’t hold true in the realm of fish.

Where land animals have diversified their feeding mechanisms—molars, tongues, incisors, and so forth—fish have not. Instead of chomping or skewering, most fish, regardless of species, suck. They open their mouths swifter than blinking, and space blooms in the backs of their mouths, and a vacuum yawns open. Watch a goldfish at the surface of its tank. If you’re quick enough, you’ll see it: how the flakes of food vanish into the fish’s mouth with no biting at all. My professor understood that this type of feeding mechanism makes fish versatile. Most of them (unlike the anteater) aren’t wedded to a single food source. When the world changes around them, they seek out new snacks. In all of recorded human history, not a single marine species of fish has gone extinct (though not true for their vulnerable freshwater cousins). Most fish resist specialization; they are adaptable, and so they persevere.

All this time, in ecology classrooms around the world, we’ve been imposing the laws that apply to land life on fish and their ilk. Sure, feeding mechanisms may seem like a niche area of study, but, my professor argued, everything we thought we knew about competition, resource partitioning, adaptation, and niche specialization gets flipped on its head when we actually start paying attention to what goes on underwater. Fish complicate land-centered ecology. They overturn the entire paradigm.

If fish can change the way we consider evolution and ecological relationships, maybe they can be teachers in other ways, too. I look to them as such, in this collection. Though not all these essays are about fish, overtly, I hope that fish surface in places where autobiography falls short and where a different, bigger-than-human perspective might serve to tell a fuller story. Maybe fish are wiggly living clues now, in the Anthropocene—a geologic epoch that we’ve named after ourselves—that anthropocentrism, or even terrestrocentrism, can’t possibly paint a full picture of our ecological place in the world. Move away from the center, the fish remind us. Unclench your fist from around the things you know to be true. If you’re looking for answers up there—where wildfires strip land black, where bigger and bigger hurricanes pulverize cities, where pandemic comes walking in from clear-cut edges of jungle, to scratch at each of our windows—move closer to the water. Loosen your grip on yourself, or whoever you believed yourself to be. Step forward. Feel the gut-lift as gravity slackens, the salt water frothing against your hips, your closed lids. Open your eyes. See, there: the murk, the swooshing current cut through with light. See the shark, who has roamed this little planet two thousand times longer than our species has. See how it turns toward you, its flanks like galaxies. See how it opens its mouth, which is as dark and wide as the universe.
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Book of Bones

DAD MADE ME MY first pair of stilts in the workshop next to our home, haloed in sawdust and summer light and the spice of calendula wafting in from Mom’s garden. He wore no shirt while he worked, and shorts that would embarrass me when I was older—thrifted from the Salvation Army and bright aqua blue and a little too short to be cool. For now, though, I was unconcerned with Dad’s fashion faux pas. He was home for the time being, and we were coconspirators, dreaming together of long legs.

The workshop was more cluttered than Narnia, but it was still a journey into some other dimension, to race through the side yard, skip up the broad steps to the open door, and enter Dad’s workspace in those stolen weeks when he was home from his port supervisory job two states away. We had a routine: I’d ask for a treasure, and Dad would pause what he was doing and rummage like an archeologist through the shelves and the repurposed tomato boxes in search of just the right thing. We’d reached a serious agreement: Whatever he chose, he’d present it as a true treasure, and I received it as such, with a gasp of delight and feigned awe at the beauty of it. Much of the time, it would be a stupid old nail or a roll of masking tape, though Dad trained me well and I greeted these with gratitude and dazzlement. But sometimes Dad retrieved truly precious things from the workshop’s dusty layers. An impossibly delicate miniature rocking chair, crafted from a finely cut and curlicued aluminum can. A machete. A railroad spike. A damiana bottle in the shape of a voluptuous woman. These were fossils of the lives he’d led as an anthropology student in Papua New Guinea, as an electrician for San Francisco’s cable cars, as a marine engineer on the African Neptune, traveling up the Congo. I knew in my bones that my dad’s favorite job was to father me—I spent my childhood in a warm orb of confidence that I was loved more profoundly than any other daughter—but, like the Burgess Shale, my dad contained histories. They glimmered darkly in the strata of his workspace—treasures, each of them.

Now from this catalog of wonders, Dad pulled screws and wooden shafts, Velcro and plywood and a screwdriver. He clamped the shafts together like the long bones of a leg, and he cut the plywood down to size so that my feet could rest atop those long lumber limbs. The bandsaw spat dust; Dad’s blue shorts swished synthetically as he moved; the air softened with the scent of sweat and sap. He drilled holes into an old pair of running shoes and attached them to the plywood platforms. He padded the wood around my knees with duct tape and foam. I wasn’t supposed to be wearing stilts—the orthopedist
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