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A quick reminder -- your job for these Units is to:
1) Read the story and discuss it.

When discussing the story pay attention to how the author accomplished having believable characters, point of view, tense, author's motivation, transitions, favorite
aspect of author's work, etc. Don't just sum up the plot!

2) Write a short story of your own.
When writing your own story, try to give some thought to perspective, point of view, tense, plot, show don't tell, and believability.

* Refer to your Short Story Guidelines for help, and remember -- We don't expect your story to be perfect! Becoming a great writer will take a ot of time, and a lot of
practice. Just give it your best effort. *
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In this Unit, you'll be reading "The Secret Goldfish" by David Means. Means is an American author who lives in New York. His short stories have been published
in many esteemed magazines, including Esquire, The New Yorker, and Harper's. In an interview with John Paul O'Malley, Means shows us his interesting take on
short stories. Below is an excerpt from the interview.

Q: Why have you chosen to stick with writing short stories? Why not branch out into writing novels?

A: The short story is kind of a precision tool. It aflows me a certain type of freedom to go in and out of the American landscape, without having to commit
myseff to a full-length novel. | find a fot of novels out there very boring. The culture of the novel is that publishers just simply want another novel a lof of the
time.

Q: You tend fo write about the grittier sides of America. Why?

You know | just go wherever | can find stories. But | am interested in people in society who are fiving at the edge, the very margins of America, and I'm
definitely interested in people living in extreme situations. '
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"THE SECRET GOLDFISH"
by David Means

He had a weird growth along his dorsal fin, and that gape-mouth
grimace you see in older fish. Way too big for his tank, too, having
cutgrown the standard goldfish age limit. Which is what? About one
month? He was six years old—outlandishly old for a fish. One
afternoon, Teddy, as he was called then, now just Ted, took notice of
the condition of Fish’s tank: a wedge of sunlight plunged through the
window of his bedroom and struck the water’s surface, disappearing.
The water was so clotted it had become a solid mass, a putty within
which Fish was presumably swimming, or dead. Most likely dead.
Where’s Fish? Where’s Fish? Teddy yelled to his mom. She came into
his room, caught sight of the tank, and gave a small yelp. Once again, a
fish had been neglected.

Eeryone knows the story. The kids beg and plead: Please, please get us
a fish (or a dog), we'll feed it, we will, honest, we'll take care of it and
you won't have to do a single thing. We'll clean the tank walls with the
brush and make sure the filter charcoal is replaced regularly and refill
the water when it evaporates. Please, please, we can handle it, we're
old enough now, we are, it'll be so much fun, it will, so much fun. But
in the end they don’t. They dump too much food in no matter how
often they’re told to be careful, to use just a pinch, and even after
they've read Biblical-sounding fables about the fish who ate too much
and grew too large for its bowl, shattering the sides, they watch
gleefully while he consumes like mad, unable to stop. It's fun to watch
him eat, to witness the physical manifestation of a fact: the level of
Fish’s hunger is permanently set to high. In the metaphysics of the
fish universe, gluttony is not a sin. The delicate wafers of food fall
lightly onto the water, linger on the surface tension, and are broken
apart on infinitely eager lips. She overfeeds, too (on the days when
she’s pretty sure the kids haven’t fed him). Her shaking mechanics are
sloppy. The light flakes become moist, collude, collect their inertia,
and all too often fall out of the can in a large clump. Really, she hasn't
neglected the poor fish. “Neglect” seems a word too heavy with
submerged intent. Something was bound to slip to the side amid the
chaos of the domestic arena, But Fish has sustained himself in terrible
conditions. He is the king of all goldfish survivors.

Her own childhood goldfish—named Fred—ended his days in Grayling
Pond, a hole near her house in northern Michigan, dug out by the
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state D.N.R. on a pond-production grant. (Why the Great Lakes state
needed more ponds is anyone’s guess.) Garnished with a wide band of
lily pads, the water a pale yellow, speckled with skeeter-bug ripples,
the pond was close to becoming a marsh. Hope you survive, Fred, her
father had said as he slopped the fish out of the pail and into the pond.
She did not forget the sight of her beloved fish as he slipped from the
lip of the bucket and rode the glassine tube of water into the pond. The
rest of the summer she imagined his orange form—brilliantly bright
and fluorescent against the glimmer of water—in a kind of slow-
motion replay. Dumbest animals on earth, she remembered her father
adding. Nothing dumber than a carp. Except maybe a catfish, or your
goddam mother.

Not long after that afternoon at Grayling Pond, her father left the
house in a fit of rage. Gone for good, her mother said. Thank Christ.
Then, a few months later, he was killed in a freak accident, crushed
between hunks of ice and the hull of a container ship in Duluth,
Superior’s slush ice was temperamental that winter, chewing up the
coastline, damaging bulkheads. Her father had signed on as one of the
men who went down with poles and gave furtive pokes and prods, in
the tradition of those Michigan rivermen who had once dislodged
logjams with their peaveys and pike poles, standing atop the timber in
their spiked boots, sparring with magnificent forces. Accounts varied,
but the basic story was that the ice shifted, some kind of crevasse
formed, and he slipped in. Then the lake gave a heave and his legs
were crushed, clamped in the jaw of God’s stupid justice. As she liked
to imagine it, he had just enough time to piece together a little prayer
asking for forgiveness for being a failure of a father (“Dear Heavenly
Father, forgive me for my huge failings as a father to my dear daughter
and even more for my gaping failure as a husband to my wife”) and for
dumping Fred (“and for getting rid of that fish my daughter loved
more than me”), and then to watch as the pale winter sun slipped
quickly away while the other men urged him to remain calm and told
him that he’d be fine and they’d have him out in a minute or so, while
knowing for certain that they wouldn't.

Long after her father was gone, she imagined Fred lurking in the lower
reaches of Grayling Pond, in the coolest pockets, trying to conserve his
energy. Sometimes, when she was cleaning upstairs and dusting
Teddy’s room, she would pause in the deep, warm, silent heart of a
suburban afternoon and watch Fish as he dangled asleep, wide-eyed,
unmoving, just fluffing his fins softly on occasion. One time she even
tried it herself, standing still, suspended in the dense fluid of an



unending array of demanding tasks—cleaning, cooking, washing,
grocery shopping, snack-getting—while outside the birds chirped and
the traffic hissed past on the parkway.

The marriage had fallen apart abruptly. Her husband—who worked in
the city as a corporate banker and left the house each morning at
dawn with the Times, still wrapped in its bright-blue delivery bag,
tucked beneath his arm—had betrayed his vows. One evening, he’d
arrived home from work with what seemed to be a new face: his teeth
were abnormally white. He’d had them bleached in the city. (In
retrospect, she saw that his bright teeth were the first hint of his
infidelity.) He had found a dentist on Park Avenue. Soon he was
coming home late on some nights and not at all on others, under the
vague pretense of work obligations. In Japan, he explained, people
sleep overnight in town as a sign of their dedication to business; they
rent cubicles just wide enough for a body, like coffins, he said, and for
days when he did not return she thought of those small compartments
and she chose to believe him. (Of course I know about the Japanese,
she had said, emphatically.) Then one night she found him in the
bathroom with a bar of soap, rubbing it gently against his wedding
ring. It’s too tight, he said. I'm just trying to loosen it. When others
were perplexed by the fact that she had not deduced his infidelity,
picked up on the clues, during those fall months, she felt compelled
(though she never did) to describe the marriage in all of its long -
complexity—fifteen years—starting with the honeymoon in Spain: the
parador in Chinchén, outside Madrid, that had once been a
monastery, standing naked with him at the balcony door in the dusky
night air listening to the sounds of the village and the splash of the
pool. She had given up her career for the relationship, for the family.
She had given up plenty in order to stay home for Teddy’s and Annie’s
formative years, to make sure those brain synapses formed correctly,
to be assured that the right connections were fused. (Because studies
had made it clear that a kid’s success depends on the first few years. It
was important to develop the fine motor skills, to have the appropriate
hand play, not to mention critical reasoning skills, before the age of
four!) So, yes, she guessed the whole decision to give herself over to
the domestic job had been an act of free will, but now it felt as though
the act itself had been carried out in the conditions of betrayal that
would eventually unfold before her,

Fish had come into the family fold in a plastic Baggie of water, bulging
dangerously, knotted at the top, with a mate, Sammy, who would end
up a floater two days later. Pet Universe had given free goldfish to all
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the kids on a preschool field trip. In less than a year, Fish had grown
too big for his starter bowl and begun to tighten his spiralled laps,
restricted in his movements by his gathering bulk and the glass walls
of the bowl. Then he graduated to a classic five-gallon bowl, where, in
the course of the next few years, he grew, until one afternoon, still
deep in what seemed to be a stable domestic situation, with the kids
off at school, she went out to Pet Universe and found a large tank and
some water-prep drops and a filter unit, one that sat on the rim and
produced a sleek, fountainlike curl of water, and some turquoise -
gravel and a small figurine to keep the fish company: a cartoonish
pirate galleon—a combination of Mark Twain riverboat and man-of-
war—with an exaggerated bow and an orange plastic paddle wheel
that spun around in the tank’s currents until it gobbed up and stuck.
The figurine, which was meant to please the eyes of children, had that
confused mix of design that put commercial viability ahead of the
truth. Teddy and Annie hated it. Ultimately, the figure served one

‘purpose. It rearranged the conceptual space of the tank and gave the

illusion that Fish now had something to do, something to work
around, during his languorous afternoon laps, and she found herself
going in to watch him, giving deep philosophical consideration to his
actions: Did Fish remember that he had passed that way before? Was
he aware of his eternal hell, caught in the tank’s glass grip? Or did he
feel wondrously free, swimming—for all he knew—in Lake Superior,
an abundant, wide field of water, with some glass obstructions here
and there? Was he basically free of wants, needs, and everything else?
Did he wonder at the food miraculously appearing atop the surface
tension, food to be approached with parted lips?

One evening, after observing Fish, when she was at the sink looking
out the window at the yard, she saw her husband there, along the
south side, holding his phone to his ear and lifting his free hand up
and down from his waist in a slight flapping gesture that she knew
indicated that he was emotionally agitated.

Shortly after that, the tank began to murk up. Through the dim
months of January and February, the filter clotted, the flow stopped,
and stringy green silk grew on the lip of the waterfall. The murk
thickened. In the center of the darkness, Fish swam in random
patterns and became a sad, hopeless entity curled into his plight. He
was no longer fooled by his short-term memory into thinking that he
was eternally free. Nor was he bored by the repetitive nature of his
laps, going around the stupid ship figurine, sinking down into the
gravel, picking—typical bottom-feeder—for scraps. Instead, he was



lost in the eternal roar of an isotropic universe, flinging himself wildly
within the expanding big bang of tank murk. On occasion, he found
his way to the light and rubbed his eye against the glass, peering out in
a judgmental way. But no one was there to see him. No one seemed
available to witness these outward glances. Until the day when Teddy,
now just Ted, noticed and said, Mom, Mom, the tank, and she went
and cleaned it, but only after she had knocked her knuckle a few times
on the glass and seen that he was alive, consumed in the dark but
moving and seemingly healthy. Then she felt awe at the fact that life
was sustainable even under the most abhorrent conditions. She felt a
fleeting connection between this awe and the possibility that God
exists. But then she reminded herself that it was only Fish. Just

frickin’ Fish, she thought. Here I am so weepy and sad, trying to make

sense of my horrible situation, that something like this will give me
hope. Of course, she was probably also thinking back to that
afternoon, watching her father sluice Fred down into the warm waters
of the shallow pond in Michigan. Her memory of it was profoundly
clear. The vision of the fish itself—pristine and orange—travelling
through the water as it spilled from the bucket was exact and perfect.

She set to work scooping out the water with an old Tupperware bowl,
replacing it in increments so the chlorine would evaporate, driving to
Pet Universe to get another cotton filter, some water-clarifying drops,
and a pound sack of activated charcoal nuggets. She disassembled the
pump mechanism—a small magnet attached to a ring of plastic that
hovered, embraced by a larger magnet. Somehow the larger magnet
codperated with the magnet on the plastic device and used physical
laws of some sort to suck the water up and through the filter, where it
cascaded over the wide lip and twisted as it approached the surface. It
seemed to her as her fingers cleaned the device that it was not only a
thing of great simplicity and beauty but also something much deeper,
a tool meant to sustain Fish’s life and, in turn, his place in the family.
The afternoon was clear, blue-skied, wintry bright—and out the
kitchen window she saw the uncut lawn, dark straw brown, matted
down in van Gogh swirls, frosted with cold. Past the lawn, the woods,
through which she could see the cars moving on the parkway, stood
stark and brittle in the direct implications of the winter light. It was a
fine scene, embarrassingly suburban, but certainly fine. Back upstairs,
she saw Fish swimming jauntily in his new conditions and she was
pretty sure that he was delighted, moving with swift strokes from one
end of the tank to the other, skirting the figurine professionally,
wagging his back fin—what was that called? was it the caudal fin?—
fashionably, like a cabaret dancer working her fan. A beautiful tail,
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unfurling in a windswept motion in the clearing water, When she
leaned down for a closer look, it became apparent that the fin was
much, much larger than it seemed when it was in action and twining
in on itself. When Fish paused, it swayed open beautifully—a fine,
healthy, wide carp tail. Along his sides, he had the usual scars of an
abused fish, a wound or two, a missing scale, a new, smaller growth of
some kind down near his anal fin. But otherwise he seemed big,
brutally healthy, still blinking off the shock of the sudden glare.

Then the tank fell back into its murk, got worse, stank up, and
became, well, completely, utterly, fantastically murky. Here one might
note tangentially: if, as Aristotle claims, poetry is something of graver
import than history—partly because of the naturalness of its
statements—then Fish was more important than any domestic history,
because Fish was poetic, in that he had succumbed to the darkness
that had formed around him, and yet he was unwilling to die—or,
rather, he did not die. He kept himself alive. He kept at it. Somehow
he gathered enough oxygen from the water—perhaps by staying
directly under the trickle that made its way over the lip of the filter. Of
course, by nature he was a bottom-feeder, a mudfish, accusiomed to
slime and algae and to an environment that, for other fish, would be
insufferable. No trout could sustain itself in these conditions. Not even
close. A good brookie would've gone belly up long ago. A brookie
would want cool pockets of a fast-moving stream, sweet riffles,
bubbling swirls, to live a good life. But Fish stood in his cave of slime,
graver than the history of the household into which his glass enclave
had been placed: Dad packing his suitcases, folding and refolding his
trousers and taking his ties off the electric tie rack and carefully
folding them inside sheets of tissue, and then taking his shoes and
putting each pair, highly glossed oxfords (he was one of the few to
make regular use of the shoeshine stand at Grand Central), into cotton
drawstring sacks, and then emptying his top dresser drawer, taking
his cufflinks, his old wallets, and a few other items. All of this stuff, the
history of the house, the legal papers signed and sealed and the

" attendant separation agreement and, of course, the divorce that left

her the house—all this historical material was transpiring outside the
gist of Fish. He could chart his course and touch each corner of the
tank and still not know shit. But he understood something. That much
was clear. The world is a mucky mess. It gets clotted up, submerged in
its own gunk. End of story. ‘

He brushed softly against the beard of algae that hung from the filter
device, worked his way over to the figurine, leaned his flank against



her side, and felt the shift of temperature as night fell—Teddy liked to
sleep with the window cracked a bit—and the oxygen content
increased slightly as the water cooled. During the day, the sun cranked
through the window, the tank grew warm, and he didn’t move at all,
unless someone came into the room and knocked on the tank or the
floor, and then he jerked forward slightly before quickly settling down.
A few times the downstairs door slammed hard enough to jolt him
awake. Or there was a smashing sound from the kitchen. Or voices.
“What in the world should we do?” “I would most certainly like this to
be amicable, for the sake of the kids.” Or a shoe striking the wall in the
adjacent master bedroom. At times he felt a kinship with the figurine,
as if another carp were there alongside him, waiting, hovering. Other
times he felt a slight kinship with the sides of the tank, which touched
his gill flaps when he went in search of light. God, if only he knew that
he, Fish, was at the very center of the domestic arena, holding court
with his own desire to live. He might have died happily right there!
But he was not a symbolic fish. He seemed to have no desire to stand
as the tragic hero in this drama.

Sent out, told to stay out, the kids were playing together down in the
yard so that, inside, the two central figures, Dad and Mom, might have
one final talk. The kids were standing by the playhouse—which itself
was falling to decrepitude, dark-gray smears of mildew growing on its
fake logs—pretending to be a mom and a dad themselves, although
they were a bit too old and self-conscious for playacting. Perhaps they
were old enough to know that they were faking it on two levels,
regressing to a secondary level of playacting they’'d pretty much
rejected but playing Mom and Dad anyway, Teddy saying, I'm gonna
call my lawyer if you don't settle with me, and Annie responding, in
her high sweet voice, I knew you'd lawyer up on me, I just knew it, and
then both kids giggling in that secretive, all-knowing way they have.
Overhead, the tree branches were fuzzed with the first buds of spring,
but it was still a bit cold, and words hovered in vapor from their
mouths and darkness was falling fast over the trees, and beyond the
trees the commuter traffic hissed unnoticed.

If you were heading south on the Merritt Parkway on the afternoon of
April 3rd, and you happened to look to your right through the trees
after Exit 35, you might’ve seen them, back beyond the old stone piles,
the farm fences that no longer held significance except maybe as a
reminder of the Robert Frost poem about good fences and good
neighbors and all of that: two kids leaning against an old playhouse
while the house behind them appeared cozy, warm, and, clearly,

expensive. A fleeting tableau without much meaning to the
commuting folk aside from the formulaic economics of the matter:
near the parkway = reduced value, but an expensive area + buffer of
stone walls + old trees + trendiness of area = more value.

There is something romantic and heartening about seeing those
homes through the trees from the vantage of the parkway—those safe,
confided Connecticut lives. Inside the house, the secret goldfish is
going about his deeply moving predicament, holding his life close to
the gills, subdued by the dark but unwilling to relinquish his cellular
activities, the Krebs cycle still spinning its carbohydrate breakdown.
The secret goldfish draws close to the center of the cosmos. In the
black hole of familial carelessness, he awaits the graceful moment
when the mother, spurred on by Teddy, will give yet another soft
shriek. She’ll lean close to the glass and put her eye there to search for
Fish. Fish will be there, of course, hiding in the core of the murk near
the figurine, playing possum, so that she will, when she sees him, feel
the pitiful sinking in her gut—remembering the preschool field trip to
Pet Universe—and a sorrow so deep it will send her to her knees to
weep. She’ll think of the sad little pet funeral she hoped to perform
when Fish died (when Fish’s sidekick died, Dad flushed him away): a
small but deeply meaningful moment in the back yard, with the
trowel, digging a shoebox-size hole, putting the fish in, performing a
small rite (“Dear Lord, dear Heavenly Father, dear Fish God, God of
Fish, in Fish’s name we gather here to put our dear fish fo rest”), and
then placing atop the burial mound a big rock painted with the word
“fish.” It would be a moment designed to teach the children the ways
of loss, and the soft intricacies of seeing something that was once alive
now dead, and to clarify that sharp defining difference, to smooth it
over a bit, so that they will remember the moment and know, later,
recalling it, that she was a good mother, the kind who would hold pet
funerals.

But Fish is alive. His big old carp gills clutch and lick every tiny trace
of oxygen from the froth of depravity in the inexplicably determinate
manner that only animals have. He will have nothing to do with this
household. And later that evening, once Dad is gone, they’ll hold a
small party to celebrate his resurrection, because they had assumed—
as was natural in these circumstances—that he was dead, or near
enough death to be called dead, having near-death visions, as the dead
are wont: that small pinpoint of light at the end of the tunnel and
visions of an existence as a fish in some other ethery world, a better
world for a fish, with fresh clear water bursting with oxygen and other



carp large and small in communal bliss and just enough muck and
mud for good pickings. After the celebration, before bedtime, they’ll
cover the top of the clean tank in plastic wrap and, working together,
moving slowly with the unison of pallbearers, being careful not to
slosh the water, carry it down the stairs to the family room, where
with a soft patter of congratulatory applause they’ll present Fish with
a new home, right next to the television set. ¢
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