Bruiser

I adopted Bruiser after he'd been abandoned twice.

At first, he was left in the advertising office of the newspaper I worked for. "Who was
supposed to feed him?" I asked when I spotted him there.

"No one 's really sure," the advertising manager admitted, barely glancing in Bruiser's
direction.

A few weeks later, the secretary who had been kind enough to look after him was gone
too, and he found himself alone yet again. At that point, my pity stopped me in the hall, and I
scooped him up and carried him to the newsroom. He made no sound or expression other than to
flutter in indignation when I plunked his tank down a little too hard.

Bruiser was a betta fish named for his angry, musing purple and blue pattern. However,
his pugnacious personality also transformed how you thought of his colors. What would have
been "rose" on a more placid fish was "bloodstain" on him; "dusky blue" became "dark and
stormy night." He lived alone in a two-gallon fish tank full of fluorescent artificial seaweed, and
the highlight of his day was angrily attacking the fish food I sprinkled lovingly into the water.

What made me love this fish is still a mystery, even to my own mind. Was it simply pity?
No, it punctured too deeply for that; pity washes off in the face of ingratitude, which Bruiser
displayed in spades. Was it a sense of obligation? No, for all his indifference, I loved the little
fluttering devil. No affection ever made its way through the glass, despite how often I told him

goodbye in the mornings and goodnight before turning his tank light off for the night.



Betta fish, otherwise known as Siamese fighting fish or Betta splendens, are some of the
oldest domesticated fish in human history. Ichthyologists believe they came from wild rivers in
central Thailand, their bright and diverse colors meant to advertise their worth as mates and to
defend their territories. In addition to their aggressive nature, they're also adapted to survive
where other fish cannot-- they thrive in low-oxygen water and have a labyrinth organ, which
allows them to take air in from the surface.

Historians think the first place humans encountered them might have been the shallow
water of rice paddies. They're too small to do serious damage to people, but their bright colors
and animated attacks likely drew the attention of farmers, who scooped them up and placed them
in confined environments for something like finned cockfighting. Males will attack each other in
close quarters, as anyone who's had the misfortune of trying to house two male betta fish in the
same tank knows. These battles usually result in the death of one or both fish. Even females will
sometimes clash in tanks. In the wild, one will usually retreat; in captivity, they have become
even more aggressive and territorial.

I had seen bettas for sale before. Walking through big-box pet stores, I’d cast sad glances
at the pathetic displays of splendid betta fish in tiny plastic cups, stacked five feet high on metal
shelves. I wondered what their tiny minds were thinking— were they eager to fight me, an
interloper in their territory? Were they terrified, looking for seaweed to hide behind in this plastic
world?

Maybe that was why I took Bruiser home — years of atonement for the lives of countless
anonymous pet fish I hadn’t saved.

When I left the newspaper myself, I gathered all my files and assorted desk items into

one box and took it down to my car. On the second trip, I came back and gathered up Bruiser



from his spot next to the police scanner and arranged him on the passenger seat, buckling the seat
belt carefully to keep him from jostling too much on the twenty-minute drive home.

“Is this the fish you rescued?” My curious boyfriend asked that evening as I installed
Bruiser’s tank on an end table near the kitchen window. I carefully reached in and readjusted the
seaweed, dodging the darting streak of black fish as he pursued my fingers. “He doesn’t exactly
seem grateful.”

“I guess he doesn’t owe me anything,” I replied, uncertain how I should feel about it.

Humans feel an intense compulsion to anthropomorphize everything, to give it human
intentions. The internet is rife with animal videos laden with subtitled explaining how a whining
dog is trying to express its desire for a cup of whipped cream; lizard owners may tell you how
their bearded dragon gets indignant when they change the TV channel. While animals certainly
have emotions and memories like we do, assigning human motivations and social understandings
to them. Really, though their motivations may be complex and intelligent, they are by no means
human and do not play by the rules of the game our species so arrogantly thinks we run.

Sometimes a fish is just a fish.

I spent that year freelancing articles, and the following year, I started my master’s
program for teaching. Much of that was completed from my laptop on the kitchen table, perched
next to Bruiser’s tank. To keep him company —again, anthropomorphizing a fish and guessing he
was lonely —I bought a bunch of tiger nerite snails that crept around the tank like orange
Roombas. Bruiser seemed to tolerate them, and they kept the purple and green gravel spic and
span for years before quietly expiring, their tiger-striped shells sitting vacant on the bottom. I
watched the tiny drama play out in the tank over the years, expecting Bruiser to follow suit one

day.



Whether by some fluke of water temperature or sheer force of will, that betta lived on. I
adopted him in January 2018, at which point he’d been in the newspaper office for more than a
year. 2018 and 2019 ticked by, and he showed no signs of slowing. Our resident cat, an
enormously corpulent tabby, spent time each day communing with the betta behind the glass;
when we adopted a second cat, an affable orange fluffball, both cats would regularly watch him
like ichthyological television. Every morning, I stopped in to feed him and chatted about what I
expected for the day and reported back at the end. Every morning, he replied with aggressive
flutters and darting behind his customary artificial plants.

Average lifespan for a betta fish in captivity is estimated to be between three and five
years, though that calculation is hard to pin down, as owners often don’t know exactly how old a
fish is when they purchase it. Some owners on internet forums complain that they can’t keep a
betta alive longer than a year; others say they have had some live to five or seven, keeping the
fish stimulated and changing the water regularly.

Part of his longevity might have in fact been due to my miserliness. Fish are ectothermic,
meaning their body temperature and metabolism are determined by the water temperature.
Normally, recommendations are for bettas to live in water between 72 and 80 degrees
Fahrenheit, which has to be maintained by a tank heater. Most standard advice is that colder
water will make them more susceptible to disease because their immune system slows down.

However, I never purchased a tank heater, and Bruiser lived his life in a tank at room
temperature —around 60 degrees Fahrenheit. Shockingly, this didn’t kill the fish—in fact, he
seemed to live a relatively normal life, albeit grouchily. Some of his mood might have been
related to the water temperature, as some experts say they’ve observed depression in bettas in

colder water. But the coolness may have slowed his metabolism, possibly lengthening his life;



living alone in the tank with no additional finfish may have limited any diseases coming from
outside, too.

By my extremely rough estimate, Bruiser was about four years old when he started
declining in winter 2019. Everything in my life had changed since I brought the betta home —and
things were to get infinitely worse three months later—but I’d kept up my morning greetings
even through my student teaching and late-night writing sessions. I’d adopted a cat that occupied
much of my attention and lap space, but I remembered to carve out time for my first pet each
day. While the mammal in me has always bonded more with fluffy, warm-blooded creatures,
there was an ineffable warm space in the well of my heart for the betta that no cat could displace.

One day during our morning greeting, I noticed that the betta failed to rise toward the
flakes in the morning. It didn’t bother me until he did the same again in the evening. By the next
morning, his tail looked droopy, and he hovered near the bottom of the tank; I watched
worriedly, waiting for some pugnacious swoop to tell me he was alright.

It didn’t come.

The third morning, I knelt by the tank and stared at the still form on the gravel for a few
moments, waiting, before I realized he was gone. The gills no longer fluttered, and the splendid
tail lay limpid and still. The one remaining snail inched closer, but Bruiser failed to react.

As gently as is possible with a dollar-store fish net, I scooped his body from the gravel
and shuffled it into my hands—the first time I’d ever physically touched him. Every other time,
he’d been transferred in a net, a bag or a cup. His scales were surprisingly smooth, as if he
occupied no space in the world—as if he slipped between even the molecules of air. He weighed
nothing, felt like nothing, and perhaps was nothing. He was a displaced tropical fish that lived in

a lonely tank in a lonely town in a lonely region of the subarctic.



But he was loved, and love gives weight to existence.

Winter in Southcentral Alaska means the ground freezes hard beneath a frosty blanket of
snow. I considered flushing Bruiser down the toilet, as I’d seen so often in movies, but I found
that the idea of just carelessly discarding him into the city sewers felt callous. Instead, I carefully
folded him up into a series of paper towels, tying the bundle shut with the slack. Leaving him on
the countertop, I traipsed outside into the thick pre-dawn darkness and chopped a hole down into
the snow with a spade.

Chopping out the snow was one thing; chopping a hole in the earth was another. I
realized this was wildly impractical in December, but I was committed at this point. Luckily, it
was Saturday, and I had the time. After about twenty minutes of effort, I hacked a triangular
wedge of frozen ground out of the hole beneath the eave, carried it back into the warm kitchen
and left it to thaw in a bowl with some warm water.

Half an hour later, I reverently carried the little bundle and the bowl of soupy earth out
into the cold. The neighbors’ lights were all off, and my fiance was out. Though I was in the
middle of our small town, I was alone with the faint stars and the fitful breeze. Unsure of what
ceremony to make of the event, I slowly lowered Bruiser into the earth and arranged his body on
the bottom. Should one say words at a pet’s funeral, especially when one is alone?

If I had said anything, what would I even have said? And for whose benefit?

In the end, I buried him in silence as best I could, and shuffled some of the crusty snow
back on top. No unfamiliar eye would ever guess what had happened there, but I knew. To
everyone else, the site was unremarkable, no more than a divot in the earth. But to this day, I still

think about it, Bruiser’s lonely body in the cold earth, just parted from the warmth of my hands.



