
RONDA 
by Lola Morgan 

Ronda had a wan look. A blue fish with a red streak on her ass, like a slap from the devil. On her best days she 
was feisty—she swam up and down underwater like a spasmodic stripper. But the end of her life was different. 
The rip tide of loneliness sucked the blood from her gills, and she dragged her fins on the floor of her bowl like 
chains. 

It was sunny when I bought Ronda at the Betta market on Barnard walk. I’d just begun my junior year at 
Columbia. The live-fish monger who sold her to me told a story about how his wife had overfed their own pet 
Betta. “It got really fat,” he chuckled. “Only feed it six pellets! Or yours will get fat too.” As I crossed the lawn 
toward the Diana Center I thought to myself—I just saved her from that creepy dude. 

In the Diana Starbucks, while “Shake it Off” played on the stereo, I got the sense that Ronda was showing off 
for me. She flitted round her bowl, grooving with a frenetic intensity, twerking her lanky blue fins. I decided 
we’d get along—I could relate to being a mediocre dancer. Some classmates sipping coffee took a look at 
Ronda: they agreed she was cool and not bad-looking. They asked, are you bringing her to class with you? I 
told them no. That would be too quirky, like playing a ukulele in public or wearing overalls. I took Ronda back 
to my dorm. 

The security woman at the desk of my building was nicer than normal when she saw me enter with a new pet 
fish. “That Betta needs a bigger tank!” she exclaimed. She was right. I knew of a fish mart on West 87th Street, 
but I had to go to an evening lecture. Ronda would have to endure another twelve hours in her small spherical 
cell. At night I carefully monitored her, making sure she didn’t have a mental breakdown due to claustrophobia 
or culture shock. But Ronda swam around gaily. She seemed to be doing just fine. 

The next morning on my walk back from the nearby fish mart—lugging a larger fishbowl that resembled a 
crystal ball, complete with an LED light in its base—I came across a man in his forties wearing blue cotton 
shorts with a Mets logo embroidered on one of the knees. He smoked a cigarette on an apartment stoop made 
of limestone with two lions carved into it. I did a double-take at the lion carvings; the man thought I was a 
looking at him. He responded with a “Hey You!” because apparently, I looked just like a girl named Sharon 
who he used to be in love with. He added that Sharon was his own brother’s wife. She and his brother had been 
married after a night in college which left her pregnant with twins.  

At the time I was not accustomed to being approached by random men in the streets, so I had a strange 
reaction. “If I found out I was pregnant I’d get an abortion right away!” (Too far, I thought when I said this.) 
The guy frowned. I went on, “At this age I don’t think I’d be a good mom. That’s all. I mean, it depends on the 
circumstances and the guy, of course.” 

“Well if you ever decide you like your guys a bit older,” the man tore a slip of paper from his pack of cigarettes 
and wrote his number on it. “Just give me a call.” 

“Nice meeting you.” 

I dropped the slip of paper into the bag containing Ronda’s new fishbowl. Later that night, after I’d placed the 
clear orb atop its LED light fixture and transferred Ronda to its room-temperature depths, the bag and the box 
(and the slip of paper containing the man’s number) ended up in an alleyway dumpster.  

At this time of my life I was so concerned with good grades that I was popping tablets of Adderall like orange 
tic-tacs. An unfortunate side effect was something known as sleep paralysis: I’d often wake up from dreams 
and feel badly disoriented and unable to move for several seconds. It felt like dying. (When I ran out of 
Adderall, the sleep paralysis stopped.) The first night Ronda spent in her new orb, I dreamed of a large lion. I 
don’t remember much about it besides that it had a peaceful look in its eyes and a carefully groomed mane of 
gold fur. As usual I woke up unable to move for several seconds. When I finally got my bearings, I noticed that 
Ronda was particularly hyper. She swam around frantically like she was having a manic episode. I flicked off 
the purple LED light on the bottom of the bowl and went back to bed.  



The week after the dream involving the lion, I had several Midterms. I felt hyper-sensitive to the stressful vibes 
seeping off my peers like toxic sweat fumes. So I vacated campus, spending my nights at a remote apartment 
owned by a pair of uncles. The temporary move meant that Ronda spent most of the week alone in her bowl. 
I’d stop by each morning to feed her and keep the water filtered, but that was it.  

The uncles who owned the apartment had fled the city with their beloved golden retriever. For a while the dog 
had been sick from cancer, and they thought it might be time to put him down. They took him upstate for one 
last weekend of peace. When I arrived at their apartment, I remember being struck by a beautiful red hibiscus 
flower in a vase by an open window. Despite my efforts to keep it watered, it steadily wilted and lost its scarlet 
shade.  

At the end of the week, I noticed Ronda had lost several ounces and looked rather thin. Turns out she hadn’t 
been eating her breakfast. The pebbles of food I’d left on the surface of the bowl had collected in the crevices 
between pebbles on the bottom. So now you’re anorexic?—I asked through the glass wall of her bowl. She 
ignored me. I changed Ronda’s water so it was clean and left for a full day of Midterms. 

When I returned that evening Ronda still hadn’t eaten. I ran a few more hypothesis about the cause of her 
condition through a Google search: lack of light? fish flu? parental neglect? Most sources agreed that Bettas do 
just fine in solitude and even prefer dark rooms to bright ones. As long as you feed them and keep their bowls 
filtered, they should be okay. 

But Ronda was not okay. Her gills had turned a sick shade of green. She sulked at the bottom of her bowl. 

At risk of being seen as eccentric, I brought Ronda’s fishbowl to the library to keep an eye on her while I 
worked my job at the Media Reserves Desk. At work, I received an e-mail from my uncles, informing me that 
they planned to return from upstate in the next few days. I had left some clothes and toiletries at the apartment 
which I still had to retrieve. Rather than leave Ronda in my dorm and take a train to the apartment, I brought 
her with me in a cab, clutching her bowl tightly to my chest with my hands over the top to prevent excessive 
sloshing.  

The two of us spent the night at the apartment.  

Around 4AM, I woke to the scent of something sweet and piscine like water left in the tub after the bathing of 
Bathsheba. I wondered if it was caused by a chemical misfire in my brain related to the Adderall and sleep 
paralysis. But after the usual few seconds of deathlike stasis, the smell didn’t go away. 

Ronda had died. 

Later that morning I learned in an e-mail that my uncles’ pet dog had been put down at his vet’s office in the 
country. By then, the hibiscus flowers that had formerly graced the space looked quite deceased. I threw them 
out in an alleyway dumpster—but not before trimming a few of the remaining red flowers from their stems. 
When I got back upstairs to the apartment, I released Ronda into the glossy depths of the toilet bowl.  

Then I used a pair of scissors I found by the sink to cut my hair to half its length. I dropped the chopped locks 
of hair into the toilet along with the red hibiscus pedals. As I watched it all flush down, I felt sick from the 
stench of Ronda’s small rotting bod combined with guilt for having failed her. Maybe I shouldn’t have taken 
Ronda in the first place. Maybe she would have been much happier in the home of the live-fish monger, 
getting fat. The least I could do was give her a beautiful flush. 

That said, I’m still not sure why I cut my own hair. I must have been grieving. Plus I had a lot of split ends. 


