FISHY STORY
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Rarely does it fall to a fish to be an instrument of justice. In fact rarely does anything at all happen here in the aquarium. It’s not a bad life: decent food, no predators, water kept at a constant temperature. Would it be ungrateful of me to admit that it was just the tiniest bit dull?

      Until a few months ago, that is.

      What you’ve heard about fish having a seven second memory? A gross calumny. I can recall every detail of the evening when it all began. 

      Kevin’s been working here for, oh, five years it must be. He feeds us and cleans out our tanks now and then, but mainly he’s a nightwatchman. It’s thanks to him that I’ve learned most of what I know about the human race. You see, his office is opposite my tank and he spends a lot of his shift with his feet up watching TV. I watch it too. Of course I can’t hear what they say, but I’m a pretty good lip-reader. Kevin enjoys crime and so do I  – Inspector Morse is my favourite. 

      On that particular evening everything seemed normal enough at first. Kevin finished his jobs and switched on the telly. But he was restless, I could see that. He kept turning his head as if he was listening for something and he kept looking at his watch. Then he sprang up and began to walk up and down. Just as suddenly he stopped. He took the photo of his wife and son off his desk and gazed at it.  He gave a start and looked round, as if he’d heard something. He stuffed the photo in a drawer and went off towards the entrance. My curiosity was aroused, I can tell you. Nobody, but nobody, visits the aquarium after closing time.

      A minute later he came back and there was with a young woman with him. I’m not qualified to say whether she was attractive or not, but Kevin certainly seemed to like her. She said how nice it was of him to show her round after hours. He said, not at all, it got a bit lonely here in the evenings. They went strolling out of sight, much to my disappointment. When they came back they were laughing and talking. They went into the office and he got a bottle of whisky out. They had a drink, and then another drink, and there was a lot more laughing and then he leaned over and kissed her. She kissed him back and then - well, as you can imagine, I was all agog. All that effort just to produce one baby, or two if you’re lucky. Spawning is much more efficient. I lost count long ago of the children I’ve fathered. (Did I mention that there is a whole shoal of us in here?) Still, Kevin was enjoying himself – I could see that.

      It was just the beginning. At first she came a couple of times a week. And then three or four times a week, and then every day except Saturday, which is Kevin’s night off. They just got right down to it on the sofa in the office. Then they’d lie there talking and drinking whisky. She’d leave in the early hours. For two, maybe three months, things went on like that. I have to say I got a bit bored and I missed our evenings watching telly. Still I was pleased for Kevin. I may be cold-blooded, but I’m not cold-hearted.

       We fish don’t have much of a sense of sin, but I’ve gleaned a certain amount about the human viewpoint from my telly-watching. Once Kevin fell asleep, leaving the set on and I saw an Open University programme about Milton and Paradise Lost. So when things started to go wrong, I had an idea what the problem was. Kevin started neglecting his job. Just little things at first, but when he forgot to feed us two days on the trot, and neglected to clean our tank, well, it struck me that things were getting out of hand and I wasn’t altogether surprised or sorry when earlier this evening things came to a head. I do wish though that things hadn’t turned out quite the way they did.

      The first thing that happened was that Kevin arrived late and wet and in a very bad mood. I guessed what had happened, because it’s happened before: his car had broken down and he’d had to walk the rest of the way in the rain. He got on the phone to his wife and asked her to come and collect him in the morning. Then he poured himself a whisky. He opened the drawer and got out the photo of his wife and son. He was still staring at it, when the doorbell must have rung. He got slowly to his feet and this time he didn’t put the photo away. 

      He let the woman in and they went into the office. But when she put her arms round his neck, he pushed her away. I couldn’t make out everything they said, but the gist was clear enough. He wanted out. She wasn’t going to let him off the hook. She caught sight of the photo of Kevin’s wife and son and swept it off the table. He slapped her.  She hit him and he pushed her and she staggered and fell over onto the sofa.

      Why, oh, why didn’t she just get up and go? Instead she got out her mobile phone. Who was she going to ring? Kevin’s wife? The police? I’ll never know, because the next moment his hands were round her throat.

      I couldn’t bear to look. When at last I did, it was all over. Kevin was staring at her body as if he couldn’t believe what he had done. He shook her, felt for a pulse, but even I could see that she was dead. He poured out a large whisky with a trembling hand and knocked it back in one. He sat down and put his head in his hands. 

      What on earth he would he do now, I wondered.  He’d have to dispose of the body somehow. Then I remembered: no car.  He really was in a fix. He looked up and I swear he caught my eye. For a few moments we stared at each other and I knew what he was thinking. 

      As I said earlier it’s rare for a fish to have the opportunity to be an instrument of justice, but that is the position that I find myself in now. Murder is wrong, I know that. I shouldn’t let him get away with it, I really shouldn’t. I have the power to bring Kevin to justice, simply by doing nothing.

      But when it comes to it, I know I won’t be able to help myself and the same goes for the rest of the shoal. Especially after two days without food. Once he tips that poor young woman in with us piranhas, it’ll be problem solved, I fear. 
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