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THE WALKING FISH

CHAPTER 1

When you get right down to it, I only discovered the Walk-
ing Fish because Grandpa got sloppy with a chainsaw.

Had he been more careful cutting down the maple tree, he
would not have lost most of the fingers of his right hand. “Four of
my favorite fingers,” he said. Without them, fishing was a bit of a
struggle.

“Minnow,” he said, “I’ve been flounder-ing with my hooks
these days. It would sure be hand-y to have you as a fishing part-
ner.”

“Ha, ha, Grandpa,” I said. “Very punny.” He’s the king
of bad puns. The truth is, he could still cast the line and reel in
fish with the best of them, but he now needed help wrestling the
squirming worms onto the hooks. Unfortunately, live bait made
me squeamish, and he knew it.

It was a sunny, fall day and we drifted, just the two of us, on
his little fishing boat on a lake. He leaned forward, elbows on his
knobby knees. The faded swordfish tattoo on his forearm wiggled
as he drummed his fingers against his other hand. His white hair
was thin, but the few wisps poking from his beneath his captain’s
hat fluttered in the breeze.

Though he was trying to relax, his posture was awkward
and unnatural. That’s because Grandpa is not a relaxer. He’s a fish-
erman who feels naked without a pole in his hands.

I squeezed my eyes shut against the bright sun as I lay on
the wooden bench seat, legs dangling over the side of the boat. My
ponytail slurped up the little pool of water from the boat floor like
a straw. Unlike Grandpa, I’'m an expert relaxer.
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The silence that followed gave me the feeling he wasn’t
just trying to be funny. Maybe he was serious about my being his
helper. He was waiting for an answer.

“I don’t know, Grandpa. I’m afraid if I start baiting your
hooks, that would just open up a whole can of worms.” I peeked
with one eye to gauge his reaction to my joke. What I saw was a
worm dangling over my face.

I shrieked and scrambled upright, batting the squiggly thing
away.

“I came prepared in case you said yes,” he said, and began
to assemble his fishing pole. “You watch,” he assured me, “I’1l get
you hooked on fishing yet.”

Sure enough, in no time at all, I really was hooked, and
Grandpa rewarded me with my very own fishing gear.

sk sk sk sk ke sk skosk sk

A few months later, my parents and I drove up the driveway
of our summer cabin at Glacial Lake. The shady log-and-stone
structure was familiar and inviting. It was built in a clearing about
two hundred yards from the lake’s edge. Gravel crunched beneath
the tires as Dad pulled up to the house. There was no garage, but
tall trees along the driveway kept the car from turning into a sauna
on hot days.

We unloaded suitcases and boxes from the trunk and hauled
them up the steps. The white paint on the front porch had started to
peel, but inside the rustic cabin, nothing had changed. An oversized
pine table with mismatched chairs stood in a corner of the cozy
living room. Sheets covered the overstuffed couch and recliner.
I inhaled deeply. The cabin smelled of mothballs, dust, and burnt
firewood. I love the scent, yet the first thing my mother always did
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was to open all the windows to air out the place, and shake out the
dusty woven rugs scattered about the wide-planked wood floor.

I went back out to the car to retrieve my fishing pole and
tackle box, which I had stashed on the floor of the back seat.

“What did you bring that for?” Dad asked when I deposited
the gear near the kitchen door. Mom was busy stocking the refrig-
erator and cabinets full of gourmet cooking supplies.

“You don’t think I’d spend a whole summer at the lake
without my fishing stuff, do you?” I said.

Dad shook his head. “Don’t you remember? There are no
fish in Glacial Lake. If there were, we could certainly convince
your grandfather to come with us now and then.”

My heart sank. I had planned to supply my family with
fresh trout for the grill, and to help Mom invent new fish recipes.

“Im sure I remember Dr. H saying that the lake was
stocked,” I said. That’s Dr. Holland. He teaches environmental sci-
ence courses at Glacial Lake University. He and his wife are “lake
friends” of my parents. Dad is a junior high school science teacher,
so he and Dr. H hit it off from the first time they met.

It was my mother who answered. “No, what he said was
that the Department of Fish and Wildlife #ried to stock it. A num-
ber of times, in fact. Every attempt failed. Something about the
minerals in the water, right, Fred?”” She looked at my father for
confirmation. He nodded.

“Maybe some survived,” I said hopefully.

Dad shook his head. “Sorry kiddo. Not a chance. This lake
is great for swimming, canoeing, and sunbathing. Just don’t plan
on catching our dinner, unless the guy at the supermarket tosses
you a frozen fillet.”

I slumped into a kitchen chair. “Well, you never know. 1
heard they found an alligator in a New York sewer, so maybe I’ll

3



Rachelle Burk & Kopel Burk

find fish in Glacial Lake.” I yanked the elastic band from my pony
tail. The tangled dark mess that is my hair fell over my face. Hid-
ing behind a curtain of locks allowed me to sulk in semiprivacy.

“Uh oh,” said my mother. “Someone is moping.”

“I’m not moping,” I said.

“Hair in the face, dimples have vanished. Those are sure
signs.”

“Well, can you blame me? [ won’t be able to fish for months.
It’ll be the most boring summer in the history of me. If Grandpa
comes to visit us at the cabin, I want to go back home with him.”

Okay, maybe I was moping. Maybe I needed to look at the
bright side. After all, it would still be a fun summer as long as I
had Darshan to hang out with. We’d go for swims and hikes and
bike rides—all the things our families used to do together before
his father’s accident. I looked across the yard to the Mishras’ house
next door. “Darshan isn’t home,” I said. “There’s no car in the
driveway.”

The Mishras are one of the few families who live year-
round on the lake, where most of the homes are summer residences
or rentals. The rest of the population lives in nearby Glacial Vil-
lage where the university is located. Like many of the residents,
Darshan’s family is connected to the local university. Mrs. Mishra
teaches Asian literature. Mr. Mishra works in the Information Tech-
nology department, making sure all the computer systems through-
out the school work properly. He’s a good person to know, since
my parents are practically computer illiterate. Plus, the Mishras let
us log in to their Wi-Fi since we don’t have it at the cabin.

Dad settled into the chair opposite mine. “It’s Saturday.
They’re probably out doing stuff. If you have nothing to do till he
gets back, this is the perfect opportunity to get a head start on the
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next school year.” He pulled an eighth grade biology book from a
box on the floor and slid it to me across the table.

“Very funny, Dad.” I tossed it back in the box as if it were
a smelly sock.

I gazed out the kitchen window at the dazzling green moun-
tains and rocky cliffs rising above the glistening lake. It reminded
me of how I used to make mountains and lakes with my mashed
potatoes and gravy. I still would, if my mother ever made plain old
mashed ‘taters and gravy any more. Instead, she whips up “new
red skins with fried garlic and chives” or “double baked stuffed
potatoes au gratin.” Suddenly I felt hungry, and realized we hadn’t
stopped for lunch.

“Can I have a snack?”

“Check the cooler on the counter,” said Mom. “I made
something special.”

What now? 1 thought.

I found something shaped like a toilet paper roll beneath
the ice packs and peeled off the aluminum foil. Smoked salmon
and goat cheese with dill and capers.

“You know, peanut butter and jelly would have been fine,
Mom,” I said, biting into the wrap.

My mother writes a column for a popular cooking maga-
zine. In fact, she’s somewhat of a celebrity. Her picture appears in
every issue, her shoulder length hair youthfully framing her face.
She looks a lot like me—small, round-faced, a few freckles across
her nose—only her hair is a few shades lighter due to Clairol Hair
Color.

Now she has a publishing contract for a gourmet cookbook
that she hopes to finish by the end of the summer. She expects it to
make her as famous as Martha Stewart or Rachel Ray. Dad and I,
plus a few willing friends, are her official tasters.
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“I’d give it a seven,” I said between bites. “More salt, less
dill.”

The smoked salmon made me think again about fishing.

“I’'m going down to the lake,” I announced, pushing my-
self from the table. I grabbed my fishing gear on my way to the
back door.

Dad eyed the fishing pole. “In spite of your apparent op-
timism about catching fish for supper, we’ll be having spaghetti
tonight.”

“Not spaghetti, Fred,” Mom huffed. “Linguini Car-
bonara.”

“I’m just going to practice my casting,” I said. The screen
door creaked as I pushed it open.

“Why the net, then?” Dad asked.

“Frogs.”

“You are not going to create Frog City on the porch again
this year,” Mom yelled. The screen door banged shut as I raced
from the cabin.
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CHAPTER &

I barely recognized our own yard as I darted across the field.
The heavy spring rains the month before had dramatically changed
the familiar rocky shoreline. Now two ponds, created when the
lake overflowed, took up a large area about twenty yards from the
edge of Glacial Lake. I figured that in another two or three weeks
the pond water would likely evaporate, leaving the grass and stones
high and dry and the shoreline back to its usual state.

I kicked off my shoes and waded along the rocky edge of
the lake. Clouds had rolled in, making the water appear dark and
flat. For a few minutes I cast my fishing line out as far as I could,
but I quickly grew tired of it. The new ponds behind me, between
the lake and the cabin, looked like they could be fun spots to prac-
tice my casting technique. The larger one was about the size of
a tennis court, and from one edge I tried a couple of my favorite
lures. A white rock peeked up from the water at the far end like a
miniature iceberg. I aimed and flicked my pole. Zzzzzzzzz...plop.
The lure made a dainty splash within a yard of my target. Darshan
would be impressed.

A ripple appeared in the water near a cluster of boulders,
only inches from where my hook had landed. I retrieved the net
and made my way around the pond to inspect the site. Again, a tiny
splash. A raindrop? I examined the hazy sky, now streaked with
pink near the horizon. No, those weren’t rain clouds.

Standing motionless, I strained to see beneath the surface
of the water, my net poised to scoop up the turtle or frog the first
moment it made itself visible.
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The next movement occurred near the first one, beneath a
slab of gray rock. I stepped closer and squinted. The angle of the
setting sun made it difficult to see beneath the water.

There it was again. Something definitely crept beneath the
boulder. I set down the net, lowered myself onto my belly, and
shaded my eyes. The water here was only about a foot and a half
deep, and as long as I didn’t stir up the mud, I could make out the
bottom of the pond.

Swiping my fingertips across the surface to brush away
some floating leaves, I was surprised at the coldness of the wa-
ter. Shouldn’t the afternoon sun have warmed this shallow water?
Even the lake felt warmer than the pond.

Splish-splash. There it was again. When the water settled
once more, my eyes gradually focused on the creature causing the
disturbance. It wasn’t a frog. It wasn’t a turtle.

It was a creature like nothing I had ever seen. A fish! And it
appeared to be standing on little legs and waving up at me.
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CHAPTER 3

“Oh, oh, oh!” I gasped. The critter seemed to have become
aware of me, but instead of swimming away, it began to burrow
into the mud under the flat rock. I scrambled to my feet, grabbed
the net and scooped wildly beneath the surface, stirring up the silt
on the bottom. The net came up empty.

“Stupid, stupid,” I scolded myself. The water was now as
brown and murky as chocolate milk. I held my breath and scooped
blindly this time, aiming for the spot where the fish had been.

Unsuccessful, I stepped into the frigid water, crouched
low, and groped around. A cool current flowed against my ankles,
which I suspected was caused by the fish’s thrashing tail. Again I
scraped the net along the bottom. Once, twice, three times I hauled
up the net, each time dumping out mud and small stones gathered
from the bottom of the pond. On my fourth scoop, something flip-
flopped in the mesh.

I caught it! Panting, I waded from the pond, dragging the
netting just deep enough beneath the water to keep the fish im-
mersed. My soaked capris clung to my legs and hips.

I glanced around the shore and groaned. No bucket. Oh,
well, I’d call Mom or Dad and ask them to bring one down for me.
I reached into a pocket and drew out my cell phone.

The screen was blank. My soggy pants had shorted the cir-
cuit.

Oops. Another ruined phone. My parents were going to kill
me. I sighed and slipped it back into my pocket.

Gathering stones with my free hand, I piled them onto the
handle of the net to anchor it on the shore, while the fish remained
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safely beneath the water in the netting. The metal rim of the net
hovered just above the surface of the pond so that the fish couldn’t
swim out.

When I was satisfied that my catch was secure, I crouched
down to study it. Something wasn’t right. Not at all. I bent in for
a closer look, so close that I nearly snorted water up my nostrils.
What on earth had I caught? My heart began to pound. Never be-
fore had I seen a fish like this. A moment later, I took off running,
still barefoot, toward the cabin.
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CHAPTER &

I burst through the screen door into the kitchen. “Mom,
Dad, come quick, I caught a fish!”

My father had been changing a light bulb in the pantry, and
stepped down from the stool. “A shark? A whale?” he asked, toss-
ing the dead bulb into the trash beneath the sink.

“A whale isn’t a fish. And I’'m serious. Please, Dad, come
see,” I pleaded. I hopped across the kitchen and glanced around the
living room. “Where’s Mom?”

“We forgot to bring toilet paper, so she went to the store.
Show me what you found.” He slipped his bare feet into the yellow
flowered flip-flops that my mother keeps near the back door.

The small trash can beneath the kitchen sink was the clos-
est thing we had to a bucket, so I removed the garbage-filled plas-
tic liner from it. Hugging the empty can to my chest, I sprinted
like a cheetah through the yard toward the pond. My father, on
the other hand, strolled leisurely behind me like a camel through
a hot desert. I hollered over my shoulder. “Hurry, Dad. You’re so
slow!” The sun was setting now, smearing the sky with orange and
pink hues. I wanted to get there before it got dark. Even though my
father sped up, my toddler cousin could have beaten him in a race.
My mother’s flip-flops sure weren’t helping his speed.

When I reached the far side of the pond I frantically threw
off the stones that anchored the handle in place, and raised the net.
It was empty.

“AHHHH! It’s escaped!” I flung the net and pulled at my
hair. My father, hands clasped behind his back, watched me with
amusement as [ paced in frustration. “Dad, 1 did catch a fish, I
swear it. How could it get away?”
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“Sorry, honey,” he said with a shrug, “I guess it jumped
out. What was it anyway? A trout? A bluegill? I think those are the
kinds they tried to stock the lake with. I guess some survived after
all. That means I may have been wr...wr...wr....” He pretended
that he couldn’t spit out the word “wrong,” but I was in no mood
for his joking. My lips trembled, and when I didn’t reply, he sat
cross-legged on the weedy ground next to my useless pile of rocks.
He reached up to me. I collapsed beside him and buried my face
in his shoulder.

“It didn’t look anything like either of those fish. I know this
sounds crazy, but it looked like it didn’t have eyes. At least not that
I could see. Seriously, everything about it was...” I straightened
up and looked into Dad’s eyes. “It was all wrong, like something
Picasso would paint.”

“It was probably a bullfrog or something.” He stroked my
hair, like someone trying to calm a crying baby.

“Dad, I know a frog from a fish,” I snapped, pushing his
hand away. I rose and kicked a stone with my bare foot. “And it
was a funny looking fish, that’s for sure.”

12
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CHAPTER 5

“Why are you so sure fish can’t live in Glacial Lake?” I
whined. “And don’t tell me to look it up.”

My father’s broad shoulders stiffened. It drives him crazy
when [ whine. Of course, when I’m feeling whiny, driving him cra-
zy 1s quite satisfying. We were having a late dinner on the screened
back porch. It’s where we have nearly all our meals, even when it
rains. Dad continued to insist that what I found couldn’t have been
a fish. Or if it was, someone had to have put it in the pond.

“The mineral content is too high.”

“Hmph. I know for a fact that fish can live in water like
that,” I said, pushing Mom’s experimental pretzel-crusted chicken
around on my plate. “Take, for instance, the Devil’s Hole Pupfish,
a teensy-weensy, inch-long fish found only in a cavern in the des-
ert of Death Valley. So there!”

My father bobbed his head thoughtfully. He was impressed.
“And where did you learn that little tidbit of trivia?”

“Fishing Today Magazine. Grandpa has a subscription.
There’s a feature column about cool, strange fish around the
world.”

“That’s great. Next time you’re in Death Valley, catch us a
few dozen pupfish and we’ll fry them up as a snack. However, this
doesn’t change the fact that no fish live in Glacial Lake.”

“But why?”

“Dr. Holland explained it couple years ago.”

“I was just a kid then. Tell me again.”

He wiggled, getting comfortable in his chair. He’s always
happy when the conversation turns to science. Dad teaches science
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and math at my middle school. My friends say I’'m lucky to have
his expert help with my homework. I believe it’s the worst possible
luck to have to go to school where my own father teaches.

On the other hand, I love when he tries out new projects on
me. Once we used a raw potato to create electricity, which ran a
clock for over a week. We made magnets out of nails and a battery
and volcanic eruptions from mixing baking soda and vinegar. |
discovered which things, when combined, would fizz, bubble, pop,
spark, explode or change colors. All in all, it isn’t so bad being an
only child with a playmate like my dad. That is, when he isn’t an-
noying, bossing, embarrassing, or teasing me.

He cleared his throat. “Billions of years ago, this whole
area was covered by water.” He swept his hand across the moun-
tain landscape. I could envision him in front of his science class,
waving his arms and gesturing at maps and charts. Dad could make
neutrons sound thrilling, and his excitement was contagious.

“Everything you see here was under water, teeming with all
sorts of marine life. As sea creatures died, their shells and bones
were deposited in the shallow seas along continental shelves. This
material became the limestone we find in all of the surrounding
mountains.” He paused, glancing at me. “Still with me?”

“Yep, I’'m listening. I’ll let you know if I fall asleep.”

My father chuckled. “All right, you do that. Now, where
was [?”

“Dead fish, limestone, blah, blah, blah.”

“Right.” He pushed away from the table and began to pace.
“At some point, the ocean floor was lifted up as areas deep under-
ground began to move.”

“What made them move?” I asked.

“You remember learning about tectonic plates, right?”
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“Sure. When they moved, sometimes even whole conti-
nents shifted,” I said.

“Excellent.” The corner of his mouth turned up. Correct
answers make him happy. “Each time one plate slipped under
another, earthquakes raised the land a bit higher, forming these
mountains in a process that spanned millions of years. Other wild
things happened as well, like volcanoes spewing up molten rock.
Pshoo! Pshoo!” Dad’s arms flailed around to simulate a lava erup-
tion. “Then, the lava hardened as it cooled, creating—"

“Ignorant rock!” I proudly finished the sentence.

“Huh?” He tilted his head with a puzzled look.

“You know,” I said, “when lava from volcanoes hardens, it
makes ignorant rock.”

He burst out laughing. “Oh, you mean ‘igneous’ rock?”

I grew silent. That is what I mean by his teasing.

Mom looked up from her plate to find my expression as
hard as, well, ignorant rock. She slapped my father’s arm. “Stop
laughing at her, Fred. You know she hates that.”

“Sorry,” he said. Though judging by his grin, I doubted that
he was. “Do you want me to go on?”’

“Whatever.”

“Okay. Over time the earth’s temperature dropped. There
were ice ages when so much snow accumulated that it became
packed and hardened into massive mountains of ice.”

“Glaciers,” I said, hoping to redeem myself.

“Good girl,” said Dad. “You must have been awake for that
lesson.”

“Most of it. Then what?”’

“Massive glaciers began to move down from the mountains
toward the sea, scouring and scraping the landscape and exposing
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the volcanic rock beneath. If you take a look at the surrounding
mountains now, you can see those exposed areas.”

My mother chimed in. “When you were small, you used
to see animal shapes and faces in those bald, rocky spots on the
mountains.”

There was still just enough daylight left to see them from
where we sat.

“Yeah, I remember. I even talked to them. They were my
imaginary friends.”

“Really?”” Mom put a hand over her heart and wrinkled her
nose. “That’s so cute.”

I batted my eyes. “I know. I’m totally adorable. Now let
Dad finish.”

My father scratched his head. “Where was 1?”

“Lakes, volcanic rock, blah, blah, blah.”

“Right. Then the earth’s temperature warmed and the ice
melted, once again forming lakes and rivers. When rainwater and
streams flowed over the igneous rock, it washed high concentra-
tions of minerals such as iron, copper, sulfur, etcetera, into the lake.
This is what created the hostile environment for fish.”

“What do you mean, ‘hostile environment’?”” I asked. By
now Dad’s dinner was getting cold. I had already cleaned my plate
and was beginning to pick at his. He was too busy lecturing to
notice.

“In this case, it means that the level of minerals in the water
is too high for fish to survive.”

“Can’t the fish get used to it? My science teacher says ani-
mals adapt over time.”

“That takes millions of years.”

“It has been millions of years,” I said. “You just said so.”
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“Well, this time they didn’t manage to make the change, I
guess.”

I was quiet for a few moments. “Remember those fossils
and seashells that we found way up in the mountains a few years
ago? I never could figure out how they got up there.”

“Now you know,” he said with finality. “Want to go fossil
hunting again this summer?”

“Okay, but I’d rather go fishing.” I sighed, and carried the
plates into the kitchen to wash the dishes.

sk sk sk sk ok skosk koo ok

“Mom and Dad don’t believe me, Grandpa, but it’s true. I
really did catch a freaky fish.”

I had shut myself in my room with Mom’s cell phone—
since mine was kaput—and told him every detail of the day. Un-
loading my woes on Grandpa usually made me feel better. My
head dangled off the side of the bed, and my hair spilled over the
bare pine floor. A red t-shirt, draped over my bedside lamp, cast a
peaceful warm glow over the room.

“Of course you did, dear. We all have a story about the one
that got away. Did I ever tell you the time I caught a mermaid? I
used a diamond ring as bait, but the darned thing stole the jewel
and slipped from my net.”

“Oh, brother,” I sighed. I flipped myself upright. “Good-
night, Grandpa.”

“Goodnight, Minnow.”

sk sk sk sk ke sk skosk sk
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That night I dreamed I was fishing on a sailboat and caught
a talking trout. The fish was psychic and, when I jiggled it like
a Magic 8-Ball, it gave me answers to any problem. The scene
switched, and I was on the beach speaking to a group of world
leaders about the nutritional value of the magic fish. Suddenly, an
angry old man grabbed the microphone and began scolding me for
not wearing sunscreen. [ woke in a pool of drool.

“Uh oh,” Mom said when I plodded into the kitchen. “To-
day’s mood report: Gray with a chance of teardrops.” She pushed
the hair from my face and tucked it behind my ears. “Still disap-
pointed about the fish, I see.”

I shrugged and kept my gaze at the floor. Grandpa’s pep
talk hadn’t stuck.

Mom clapped her hands loudly, as if she had an exciting
announcement. “How about I fix you some French crepes?” In a
tempting tone she sang, “Paper thin, with fresh blueberry com-
pote.”

She must be starting the breakfast chapter of her cookbook,
I thought. This meant we’d probably be eating breakfast three
meals a day as she tried out new recipes.

I shook my head. “Not for me, thanks. I saw a car next door
in the driveway, so I’'m heading over to see Darshan. He’ll help me
catch the fish again, and you’ll see I wasn’t making it up.”

“Don’t be disappointed if you don’t find anything,” Mom
said.

Grandpa wouldn’t have said that. He’d have cheered me
on. Undeterred, I downed a glass of orange juice and headed to
the door.

Mom called out, “Tell his parents they should all come for
dinner this weekend. I’'m trying out a new vegetarian recipe and
need someone to test it on.”
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Racing across the field that connected our properties, |
leapt over dandelions and wild violets, trying not to crush them
under my feet. When I reached Darshan’s back porch, I bounded
up the wheelchair ramp beside the wooden steps. Hydrangea vines
climbed up each side of the stairs and were beginning to creep
across the porch floor. A colored glass wind chime made dainty
tinkling music in the gentle breeze.

I knocked on the door.

“Alexis, hello! Welcome back!” said Mrs. Mishra. She
pulled me to her in a tight hug. Her clothes and hair were saturated
with the wonderful aroma of exotic spices.

Mr. Mishrarolled up behind her in his motorized wheelchair.
“Is that Alexis I hear? It is you! When did you get to town?”

Before I could answer, Darshan squeezed past his parents
and tugged my sleeve. “It’s about time you got in town. It’s been
so boring around here that I was losing my mind.”

Now we were all crowded in the doorway. Mrs. Mishra
rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic, Darshan. You’ve only been
out of school for three days.”

“That’s true, dear,” said her husband, “but you must remem-
ber those are ‘kid days,” which are equivalent to about a month of
adult days.”

Darshan covered his eyes and shook his head. “Can I go
now, Amma?” he asked.

“Don’t be rude, Darshan. Invite her in for tea.”

I inhaled deeply. The sweet smell of cardamom and ginger
wafted from the kitchen. I licked my lips, and for a moment I for-
got about the fish.

Mrs. Mishra took my hand. “Come, Alexis, sit. Tell us what
you have been up to.”
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“Okay, thanks, Mrs. Mishra.” I brushed past Darshan and
followed his mother into the kitchen. Their house is much bigger
and more modern than our cabin, with two levels and four big bed-
rooms. The stairway had an electric chair lift, though Mr. Mishra
rarely used it since they converted the back den into a big master
bedroom suite.

Darshan’s mom put a cup of masala tea in front of me at
the kitchen table and slipped from the room, giving Darshan and
me some privacy. I loved the hot, tongue-tickling drink—milky
and sweet with a spicy bite. Darshan drew in a spiral sketchpad
and chatted about the past school year. He had gotten a job walk-
ing a neighbor’s dog after school, made the soccer team, and was
involved in starting an art club. Compared to him, I looked like a
lazy bum.

“You’re never without that drawing pad, are you?” I said.
“What are you working on now?”

Wordlessly, he slid the picture toward me. It was an impres-
sively detailed sketch of an older woman with a pair of reading
glasses, attached to a jeweled chain, perched on the bridge of her
nose. What struck me the most was the expression on the woman’s
face—the raised eyebrows and slightly parted lips. I rubbed my
chin, studying the picture. “She looks so...so...”

Darshan leaned forward. “Embarrassed?”

“Hmm...no, more like startled.”

He slumped back in his chair. “Ugh. I was going for ‘em-
barrassed.” I’ve been working on facial expressions, and this one is
the hardest.” With frustration, he took the pad back from me, and
rubbed his eraser across the subject’s eyes.

Ireached into a bowl of spicy nuts and seeds—everything in
this house was deliciously spicy—and tossed a few into my mouth.
I continued to watch Darshan with fascination as he worked on
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his picture. “Who is that anyway? And what’s she embarrassed
about?”

“It’s a picture of my English teacher after she farted.”

“Darshan!” scolded his mother, who had been eavesdrop-
ping from the living room. I laughed, which launched a nut from
my mouth across the glass table. It landed in Darshan’s lap. He
tossed it back and it bounced off my forehead.

“Well it’s true,” he said with a smirk. “The room was real
quiet because we were taking a test, so everyone heard it. The look
on her face will be forever burned in my brain. My job now is to
get it on paper.” We both doubled over in a fit of giggles.

I gathered our empty tea cups and carried them to the sink.
Mrs. Mishra rushed in. “Leave it. I’ll take care of it,” she said, tak-
ing the cups from me and waving us off. “Okay you two, out. It’s
too pretty a day to stay inside.”

“Okay, but can we borrow a cooler?” I asked. “Something
with a lid. I’'m going to catch a fish.”

Mrs. Mishra tilted her head and squinted at me inquisitive-
ly. “Alex, you know there aren’t any—"

“Oh, yes, there are!” 1 interrupted. My hands flew to my
mouth. “Oh, sorry, Mrs. Mishra...I mean, you’re right that fish
haven’t lived in the lake before, but I definitely saw one yesterday.
Not in the lake itself, actually. It was in the big pond that’s ap-
peared in front of the lake, so I guess it probably got trapped, you
know, when the lake overflowed and all. Honestly, it was some
kind of strange, alien fish, but it got away, so I have to catch it
again.” [ drew in a deep breath, my eyes pivoting between Darshan
and his mom.

For a long moment, they stared at me like I was totally
nuts. Finally, Mrs. Mishra shrugged and said, “The cooler is in the
garage.”
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I followed Darshan through a breezeway off the kitchen
into the garage that they used for storage and as a workshop.

Mr. Mishra was inside tinkering with a computer. The ma-
chine’s guts were spread out onto a workbench beneath a bright
fluorescent light. He hovered over it with his skinny tools, like a
doctor performing delicate surgery.

“I caught a fish yesterday, Mr. Mishra,” I announced.

He inspected some electronic part that he held up with nar-
row tweezers. “Did you, now? Well good for you,” he said without
looking up.

I whispered to Darshan. “Your parents don’t believe me,
either.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” he said as he sifted through a
pile of stuff. “When we catch it again they’ll all have to eat their
words.”

I was so grateful for his confidence that I wanted to throw
my arms around him. Instead I said, “By the way, Dar, your draw-
ings are good. Really good. You’ve gotten a lot better since last
year.”

“Thanks. I’ve been practicing. I want to be an illustrator
when I grow up.” He climbed over a leaf blower, moved a boogie
board, and pulled out a large red cooler with a white lid.

“Last summer you said you wanted to be a veterinarian.”

“That was before I saw my friend’s cat cough up a hair-
ball.” He wrinkled his nose. “It was really gross. Now I’'m going
to be an illustrator.”

We said goodbye to his dad and hurried toward to the pond,
each holding a handle of the huge cooler. “Why do we need some-
thing so big?” Darshan asked. “My mother has a pail in the laun-
dry room.”
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“Obviously the fish jumped out of the net. I don’t want to
chance it jumping from a shallow pail,” I said. “This has a lid, plus
more room for it to swim around.”

We passed Mrs. Mishra’s vegetable garden, with its sweet
fragrance of cilantro and parsley. Leafy tomato plants clung to
cages, and wide-leaf vines crept along the ground. By late summer
Mrs. Mishra would bring over baskets of squash, tomatoes, and
string beans.

Three summers ago their family had installed a fish pond
in this very spot. A few months before, a car accident on an icy
mountain road had left Mr. Mishra’s legs permanently paralyzed,
and his wife decided that he needed a serene spot to relax as he
recovered. We all knew it was she who needed the serenity the
most. Mrs. Mishra had never totally recovered from her husband’s
trauma, and worried obsessively about him and her son.

One day, a few weeks after the pond was completed, Dar-
shan’s parents sat beside it sipping tea, hypnotized by the spotted
koi that glided through the glistening water. In one split second, the
spell was broken when a blue heron swooped down and snatched
one of the exotic fish. We could hear Mrs. Mishra’s horrible shriek
all the way from our house. Then, a night or two later, their family
watched helplessly as a raccoon carried off another wiggling fish.
Within a week, wild animals had made meals of every last fish in
the pond.

Horrified and heartbroken, Mrs. Mishra couldn’t sleep.
The car accident had already made her anxious about her husband
and overprotective of her son. New worries about kidnapped fish
were more than she wanted to bear, so she ordered a landscaping
company to fill in the pond with topsoil. Now a vegetable garden
grows where