
 
 
 
 
 
The Sea Bass 
 
 
We stood silent, staring at the dripping trash bag. It swung under François’s fist like a pendulum, smacking the refrigerator. Helena looked 
from her husband, to the bag, to the boys, then with disgust at me. I stepped forward to claim my fish. 
 “May I clean it for dinner tonight,” I asked? Helena glared at me. 
 “Either tonight or not at all. After three days, fish and guests spoil their welcome,” she said. I swallowed the anger that came up at 
her constant sarcasm and grabbed the plastic bag from François. The hostility passed as everyone left the kitchen and went about their work. I 
was alone with my fish. It was cold and stiff in my hands, and as I went to put the bag on the drainboard, the great sea bass slipped out into 
the sink. Its scales glistened, slick with death. The odor was strong and thick, difficult to inhale. I looked out the kitchen window for several 
minutes and breathed shallowly, trying to brace myself for the cleaning. 
 I had never done this before. Catching the sea bass had been exciting, and I was proud of its ten-pound weight. But opening the 
belly and emptying its insides seemed another thing altogether and dampened my enthusiasm. Two days ago, I had walked into the house 
after the Atlantic fishing trip with tales of adventure. Within minutes, my host family killed them. François had passed me in the hall without a 
word and locked himself in his study. In the kitchen, Helena had asked me with feigned ignorance what was in the bag, while the boys circled 
around me with cries of how it smelled and made a mess of the floor. I had ignored all of them and threw the fish into the refrigerator. The 
only attention the family ever paid me was criticism. Would I ever win their approval? 
 I didn’t mind the wide, glassy fish eyes that stared up from the sink. They were so covered with opaque jelly that they seemed to be 
staring at something far off behind me and not at the long, thin knife in my hand. I ran hot water from the tap over the fish. The rinsing 
removed little of the sticky substance that made it difficult to hold onto. I stood still and tried to remember the cleaning lessons my fishing 
partners had given me earlier in the week. I looked at the fish, the sink, the knife, and decided to go outside.  
 Crouching in the driveway, near the gutter, I tore open the bag and spread it out on the pavement. The sea bass would not lay flat. 
Three days ago, it had been bent into a U shape and stored that way. I worked the body back and forth, loosening the shock that had set in as 
the fish died. I was surprised by my calm attitude toward the whole situation. It was entirely unpleasant. I hated my host family. They disliked 
me. And at the moment, I was squatting in the street over a rotting fish that was drawing flies. 
 Taking the tip of the knife between my thumb and index finger, I cut a deep incision from the anus to the crimson gill flaps. With the 
garden hose, I flushed the open cavity, washing blood into the gutter. The exposed organs and intestines were tightly compacted and resisted 
my cautious efforts to remove them. Working with my whole hand, I freed the complex system of entrails and laid them aside on the plastic. I 
looked up from my work to see a neighborhood girl at the fence. She jumped at the intensity of my gaze carried over from the scrutiny of the 
dissection. She was afraid of one of the host family’s children. I lifted and offered her the fish’s heart, and she ran off squealing. Returning to 
the fish, I concentrated on its throat. The gills were difficult to cut away and frustrated me with painful pricks to my fingers. My blood mixed 
with that of the sea bass. I felt an odd sort of comradeship with this troublesome fish, which had fought me for every inch. 
 At last, I stood up to stretch my cramping legs and surveyed the finished job. The sea bass was white and clean, his insides laid 
neatly to one side. I placed these remains in another bag and hosed down the bloody driveway. I was strangely unemotional, calm and in 
control. Perhaps there were surgeons who had begun their careers this way. Feeling coolly triumphant, I swaggered back into the house. It was 
unusually quiet. The fish was clean, and I was no longer angry. Helena sat at the kitchen table as I came into the room. With the sea bass in 
one hand and the knife in the other, I approached her smiling. She sipped her coffee and stared back in blank silence. I walked calmly to the 
cupboard and pulled out a skillet. I set it down on the kitchen table and allowed the fish to slide out of my hand, hitting the pan with a spray 
of water. Helena gasped in shock. The beautiful fish gleamed with new freshness. Its open belly exposed two long flanks of succulent, white 
meat that sparkled like mother of pearl. 
 “There’s dinner,” I calmly stated. Closing the door behind me, I left Helena alone in the kitchen. Alone with my fish. 
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