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​Preface

 


***

 


What
would you say if someone asked you why the world was worth saving?
What if you didn’t really care? This is the problem that young
Horatio is facing when a visit to his local aquarium goes in an
unexpected direction. Inspired by a Chinese legend, “A Fish in the
Mirror” is a humorous yet thoughtful exploration of human nature
through scenes of everyday banality and of not-so-everyday crisis.
Like the finest magic realism, the fantastical premise of the story
lends a charm and dynamism that in no way reduces the relevance of
the observations it presents, making this title an essential
reading for anyone looking for a thrill, an escape, or an
inspiration.
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​A Fish In The
Mirror

 


***

 


Horatio trudged down the road alone. It had occurred to him
that it might be nice to stay in Brighton after the end of term to
enjoy the social pleasures of university life without the burden of
work. Unfortunately, this had not occurred to anyone else, and now
Horatio had a whole week’s worth of time to fill all by himself.
This solitude had not curbed his desire to have a pleasant time,
and he was at this very moment headed towards the local
aquarium.

Horatio did not have a very clear idea of what an aquarium
was. He was aware of the basic principle, but the mundane realities
had been edged out of his mind by a fantasy born in the excessive
consumption of dated maritime literature. While his vision did not
actually include sea monsters, it got about as close as it
reasonably could. In his mind, he stepped warily through puddles of
leak-water seeping from huge, verdigris copper tanks, reeling
backwards as luminous deep-sea horrors surged from the scum
shrouded depths to snap at the glass. He paused to wave
encouragement to a figure hanging above the top of a tank in an
ancient bronze diving suit – one hand clutching a harpoon gun and
the other a box of tools as he said his prayers, shed a tear for
his family, and prepared to plunge in and tackle a breech in the
container that threatened the lives of all the visitors. These
fellow visitors, of course, consisted mainly of shady apothecaries
bartering for pieces of oozing octopi, grizzled pirates trying to
hawk exotic new exhibits, and wheezing academics dangling
appendages in front of sea serpents to test their new antidotes. It
did not bother Horatio that he had never seen any evidence of these
characters in town; he imagined that this was simply because they
spent all their time out of sight in the aquarium.

Needless to say, Horatio received a nasty shock when he
arrived at the aquarium. He looked around him at the brightly lit,
well labelled tanks, the clean corridors, the sweet little fish and
the schools of schoolchildren, with a betrayed, dejected air. But
he had already paid his entrance money, and now there was really no
choice but to look around. He sidled down a few corridors with
little interest; the colourful reef fish were tacky and
unintelligent looking, mirroring the brightly clothed summer
visitors outside the tanks. As he walked, Horatio’s natural
tendencies steered him away from the busy corridors and into the
dark corners of the aquarium, where the exhibits were patchy and
poorly maintained, like teenage facial hair. There he found a fish
much more to his liking. It too was bright and ostentatious – with
a colossal, almost circular frilled tail – but it wore its finery
with a slight sheepishness. The label on the tank read ‘Crowntail’.
Even this, however, was unable to hold Horatio’s attention for
long, and he soon moved down to the next tank.
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