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Blake 

“Eighty percent of all of the species on earth are insects,” John said, “so you might as 

well get used to them.” 

“I shouldn’t have to get used to them inside my apartment,” Blake said.   

“So call an exterminator.” 

“Gee thanks, I didn’t think of that.” 

“Just trying to help.” 

“It’s just that cockroaches are creepy, you know?” Blake said. “Dirty things.  Kinda 

stresses me out and all.” 

“How bad are they?” John asked. “I mean, did you see a couple, or a lot?” 

“Just one.” 

“One?” 

“Well,” Blake said, “one so far that I’ve seen, anyway.” 

“Don’t you think you’re a bit over-reacting over one roach?” John asked. 

“No!” Blake almost shouted. “I hate those things, you know?  I hate ’em!  They’re filthy! 

And when there’s one out in the open, there’s probably a million others hiding.” 

“Okay, okay,” John said. “I get your point.  So call an exterminator.  Your apartment 

complex should pay for it.” 

“I need to talk to Jarred,” Blake said.  “They’re his roaches too. In fact, he’s probably the 

one who brought them in the first place.” 
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“Oh come on,” John said. “It’s an apartment complex.  You’re just one unit out of a lot of 

units.  Anyone in the complex could have brought the roaches. They go through the walls to any 

apartment they want.  You don’t like your roommate much, do you?” 

“It’s not that I don’t like him, it’s just that Jarred is a slob,” Blake said. 

“You didn’t know that before he moved in?” 

“No, I sure didn’t.  And now that I know, I can’t afford to tell him to move.  I need his 

portion of the rent.” 

“Yeah, well,” John said, “I gotta get going.  Good luck with your roach problem. See ya 

around.” 

Leaving John behind, Blake walked down the campus drive area on the east end of the 

University, past the bookstore, and past the building that housed the Theater for Playwrights.  

Reaching the parking lot, Blake found his car among all the others.  He got in, threw his book 

bag into the back seat, and headed for home. 

Driving, his thoughts turned towards his roommate.  If he threw Jarred out, who could 

Blake replace him with?  Finally he pulled into the apartment parking lot.  He got out of his car 

and walked to his apartment. 

It was number 17, located on the first floor of a two-story complex.  Blake stood outside 

for a moment, considering it.  Could roaches have really traveled from another unit, or was Jarred 

to blame? 

He put the key in the lock and opened the door.  The entrance opened directly into the 

living room, which had two socks and a dirty shirt on the floor. 

“Jarred!” Blake yelled. 
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No answer.  No one was home. 

Well, I’ll be damned if I am going to pick up his crap one more time, Blake thought. 

Instead, he stepped over the clothes.  Making his way into the dining area that was 

connected to the living room, Blake sat at the table and opened the laptop that had already been 

sitting there. 

He googled cockroaches and read: 

Cockroaches leave chemical trails in their feces. Other 

cockroaches will follow these trails to discover where more 

cockroaches are hiding. Thus, cockroaches can exhibit emergent 

behavior, in which group (or swarm) actions materialize from 

individual interactions. 

 

Oh my god, Blake thought.  Roaches shit all over the place, and then they swarm.   

The idea made him nauseous. 

Suddenly he felt a tickling on his bare forearm.  Screaming, Blake jumped from his seat, 

knocking the chair to the floor.  He brushed his arm frantically, still screaming.  He heard a 

knock on the apartment wall from the uptight neighbor next door who didn’t like noise. 

Grimacing but silent now, Blake scanned the floor, scrutinizing the tattered rug for any 

movement.  He didn’t see anything; perhaps it had been his imagination that he had felt 

something crawl on his arm.   

But that didn’t mean there weren’t roaches.  Cockroaches were nocturnal; they were all 

hiding until dark.  And then they would come out for real.  And swarm. 

Time to get an exterminator. 
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Reaching into his pocket, Blake pulled out his cell phone.  He had the apartment 

manager’s number programmed because he felt there was always a lot of complaining to do 

about this place.  A cockroach infestation was just one more thing. 

“Riverwood Apartments,” the voice said. 

“You need to send an exterminator to Apartment 17,” Blake said. 

“What’s the need?” 

“Roaches.  Lots of them, all over.  You people never take care of these apartments.” 

“I’m sorry you feel that way. Okay, well, it starts with an inspection before we call the 

exterminator.” 

“Send the inspector right away, then.” 

“We can have one over within the hour.” 

“See that you do,” Blake insisted before he hung up. 

He tried to settle down to wait for the inspector, but found himself nervously pacing 

around the living room, still stepping over Jarred’s clothes.  Finally he heard a knock on the door. 

Expecting someone in protective clothing, Blake was surprised to find a casually dressed, 

middle aged man on the stoop who was wearing only a shirt and jeans. 

“I’m Larry, the apartment inspector,” he identified himself.  He reached his hand to 

shake, but Blake backed away.  He didn’t want to touch anyone who dealt with roaches and other 

vermin.  Holding the door open, he invited Larry inside. 

After shutting the door behind him, Blake fidgeted nervously and asked, “So, how do you 

inspect?” 
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“I’m just going to take a look around,” Larry said. “You know, poke around in your 

cupboards, look under the refrigerator, peek behind the stove.  I’m going to be checking dark 

places in your kitchen.  I’ll be looking for the bugs, but also I’ll be trying to find any oval, brown-

colored egg cases.  And I’ll see if I can find feces.  They look like grains of black pepper. Any of 

these things are sure signs of a cockroach infestation.” 

Blake blanched.  The thought of the chemically-laden feces made him shudder.  If there 

was roach shit, then there could be swarms on the way. 

Larry entered the kitchen.  “Pretty clean,” he commented. 

Blake was right behind him.  “It’s important to me to keep everything really clean.  My 

roommate is a slob.  All of this is probably his fault.” 

Larry turned to look at Blake.  “Listen, before you go blaming your roommate, you ought 

to know that roaches can arrive in the grocery bags that you bring home from the store. And 

sometimes they live in sewers underneath the road. When that happens, they can come up 

through the drains in the kitchen or bathroom.” 

Blake didn’t want to hear it. “Or they can come from my roommate’s filthy things that he 

brought with him from his last filthy residence.” 

 “Perhaps,” Larry said, giving Blake an odd look.  “Well, either way, I’ll start looking 

around now.  Why don’t you wait in the living room? I won’t be long.” 

“Don’t you think I should help you here in the kitchen?” 

Again, the odd look.  “No,” Larry said. “Why don’t you wait in the living room, like I 

said.  Frankly, you make me nervous.” 
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“Whatever,” Blake said, then stormed off into the living room.  He was so angry when he 

once again saw Jarred’s clothes on the floor that he picked them up and flung them into a corner 

of the room.  Finally Blake settled in a chair and waited. 

About fifteen minutes later, Larry materialized out of the kitchen.  “Well, I don’t see 

signs of a cockroach infestation.” 

Blake jumped from his chair.  “What!  I saw them!” 

“How many did you see?” Larry asked. 

“Ummmm….” Blake said, “a few.  Well, maybe less. But if there’s one, there’s sure to be 

more!” 

“Well, I’m sorry,” Larry said, “but I just cannot justify calling an exterminator.  I don’t 

see any evidence of an infestation.  Are you sure it was a cockroach you saw and not a cricket?” 

“I’m positive!” Blake shouted.  “I want an exterminator and I want one now!” 

Larry was quiet a moment, then he said, “Listen.  I’m aware of you, in Apartment 17.  

You call the manager’s office a lot.  I’m sorry, but when a guy cries wolf and all…you know?” 

Realization dawned on Blake.  “You think I’m lying. Get out.  Get out!” 

“I was just leaving anyway,” Larry said as he opened the front door.  “If you see more 

roaches, call the manager and I’ll come back for another look.  Good luck.” 

Blake slammed the door.  Infuriated, he began to pace the living room once again.  Then 

he bent down and grabbed Jarred’s clothes, picked them up, and walked down the hallway to the 

hamper.  He threw the clothes inside it. 
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Taking off his own clothes, Blake hopped into the shower.  He rubbed and rubbed 

himself with soap, but he didn’t feel clean. He just couldn’t wash off the idea that cockroaches 

were in his apartment, leaving filthy trails of feces. 

After the shower, he dressed and went into the kitchen, where he scrubbed down every 

surface with Lysol.  When he was finally done in the kitchen, he went into the bathroom for 

another shower. 

When Jarred had still not returned later that night, Blake felt frustrated because he had 

wanted someone to yell at, and someone to blame.  Finally he said to hell with it and went to bed. 

He climbed in the soft double bed, and pulled the quilt up to his nose.  He had trouble 

drifting off, because he still felt angry.  He had anger at Jarred, and anger at the apartment 

complex.  And of course he was still furious at that incompetent inspector, Larry. 

But eventually he did drift off to sleep, and began to dream.  Blake dreamed that he 

walked into his kitchen with a can of Raid and found a cockroach on the counter next to the sink; 

a huge, brown, greasy-looking thing.  It began waving its feelers at him as a threatening gesture 

of malice. 

Blake tried to spray Raid on the roach, but then suddenly the sink right next to it looked 

like it contained a boiling black liquid. Blake realized it wasn’t any liquid at all, but roaches.  

Millions of cockroaches swarmed up from the drain to rush at him.  No amount of Raid could 

hold them off, and they just kept coming and coming….gushing out of the sink drain….more and 

more and more….swarming up the walls, over the counter, and coming for him. 
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Blake started screaming as he felt pain in his head.  He woke himself up with his screams, 

and while the visions of the roach-filled sink disappeared, his pain did not.  His ear….it felt like a 

jackhammer was going off deep inside his ear canal.   

Suddenly Blake realized that it was no jackhammer.  Something was in his inner ear; 

something alive, and it was bouncing in a frantic effort to escape.  But it was stuck in his 

ear….with a dawning horror, Blake realized that a cockroach had crawled into his ear while he 

had been sleeping. 

Terrified, his stomach lurched into his throat, and Blake leaned over the side of his bed to 

vomit right on the bedroom floor.  No ideas of cleanliness obsessed him now; his only thought 

was to rid himself of the vermin that now crawled in his head. 

Blake jumped out of the bed, and one foot hit the pool of vomit and he slid, almost 

falling.  Flailing his arms, he righted himself and grabbed the cell phone that sat at the side of his 

bed.  Dialing 911, he couldn’t believe it when he heard a recording on the other end. 

He rushed to his closet and pulled out some clothes.  He felt his stomach lurch again as 

the roach in his ear continued to bounce about in its frenzied search for escape.  Cursing, Blake 

wondered how the damn insect could get itself into his ear if it couldn’t get itself out.  Why 

couldn’t it take the same route to exit as it had taken to enter? 

He stopped for a moment, his stomach cramping with dry heaves.  Then he threw on his 

clothes.  Neglecting shoes, Blake grabbed his car keys and proceeded to drive himself to the 

nearest hospital emergency room. 

Reaching the hospital, he double parked and jumped out. Racing inside the emergency 

room to the receptionist, he blurted, “A roach crawled into my ear!” 
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The rest of the people in the waiting room stared at him, mouths agape.  But Blake had 

never been one to care about what others thought of him, and he wasn’t going to start now. 

“Calm down,” the hospital receptionist said. 

“You don’t understand!” Blake shouted.  “There’s a cockroach in my ear!  I’m not 

making this up!  For god’s sakes, get it out!” 

A nurse entered the waiting room to see what the fuss was all about.  She told Blake, “I’m 

Kathy.  Please come with me.” 

She led him into a cubicle. 

“Why aren’t you taking me into the hospital?” Blake asked. 

“Please sit down.  Relax; I’ll take care of it. Roaches entering human orifices happens 

more often than you’d think,” she said. 

“What!” 

“First we must kill the insect,” she told Blake.  “That will stop your pain.” 

Kathy reached over to a medicine chest and pulled out a bottle. “Mineral oil,” she said. 

“Here, let me pour some in your ear.  It will smother the insect.” 

She had Blake tilt his head and poured a few drops of the mineral oil into his ear.  Blake 

felt the hideous intruder in his ear struggle, and then slowly he felt the movement stop.  The pain 

ceased as well. 

“Now let me get the tweezers,” Kathy said.  She reached into Blake’s ear.  “Stay still.  

Very still.  Let me get the thing.  Oops, it seems to be falling apart.  I’ll have to take it out in 

pieces.  Stay still.” 
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When the ordeal was finally over, Blake felt exhausted.  He felt absolutely phobic about 

returning to Apartment 17.  He knew he would never be able to enter Apartment 17 ever, ever 

again. 

Blake stepped out of the hospital emergency room, picked up his cell phone, and called 

his roommate.   

Jarred 

Jarred had his key in the front door lock when his cell phone rang. 

“Gotta answer this,” he told Jessica.  “It must be important for someone to call this late.” 

She shrugged. 

He pushed the phone to his ear, keeping it there with his shoulder lifted and a tilted head.  

“Hello?” he said as he unlocked the front door to let himself and his girlfriend into Apartment 

17. 

“Jarred!” he heard Blake shout. 

“What’s wrong, Dude?” Jarred asked.  But then the phone slipped away from his ear. 

“Roaches!” 

“What?”  Jarred entered the living room ahead of Jessica and shut the door behind them 

both.  He put the phone back to his ear, and said, “What’d you say? I didn’t hear you.” 

“In the apartment!” Blake continued to yell.  “Listen, I’m moving out.  I’m not setting 

another foot inside that apartment.” 

Jarred felt stunned.  He stood stock still in the middle of the living room and took the cell 

phone off his shoulder to hold in his hand.  “What are you talking about, moving out?  What 

about next month’s rent?” 
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“You’re on your own about the rent, Jarred,” Blake said.  “I’m going to send someone to 

get all my stuff.  I’m not coming back. Not now, not ever.” 

And then he hung up. 

“What was that all about?” Jessica asked.   

“Christ, who knows?  That guy is crazy,” Jarred said.  “He’s a neat freak, you know?  In 

fact, earlier today, I dropped some clothes on the floor just to annoy him.  On purpose, of 

course.”  He looked around. “Ha.  Looks like old Blake picked them up. He can’t stand anything 

out of place.  Like I said, neat freak.” 

“But you were talking about the rent.” 

“Yeah, it sounds like he’s going to stick me.” 

“So,” Jessica asked, “you need a roommate?” 

“That depends.” Jarred pulled her over to him, and nuzzled her neck.  “I only want a 

roommate who’ll sleep with me.” 

She pushed him away. “Oh big deal.  I do that anyway.” 

“Hey, want some wine?”  Jarred asked.  “Why don’t you have a seat on the couch and I’ll 

get us some.” 

Once in the kitchen, Jarred noticed some grains of black pepper on an otherwise 

extremely clean counter.  How odd for Blake to spill something and not wipe it up, Jarred 

thought.  But it was just a fleeting thought, and he dismissed it almost as soon as it came. 

Reaching for the refrigerator door, he yanked it open to browse its contents.  There wasn’t 

much food inside, but there was plenty of what really mattered: wine and beer.  Jarred grabbed a 

three-quarters full bottle of red wine, and placed it on the counter. 
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He opened a cupboard door and reached for two wineglasses.  Something seemed to 

move behind one of the glasses, but Jarred had other things on his mind.  And besides, when he 

looked again, nothing was there but the glass. 

He took the wine and the glasses out to the living room and set everything down on the 

coffee table, then joined Jessica on the couch.  “Hey,” he told her, “now that Blake is history, we 

can have parties here.” 

“What about your neighbor who hates noise?” Jessica asked. 

“We could invite him.  Why not?  He can’t complain on his side of the wall if he’s over 

here on our side of the wall.” 

“Our side,” Jessica pointed out.  “You said our side of the wall.  Does that mean I can 

live here now too?” 

“Uh….” Jarred said, “why don’t we have some wine.” 

“Nice try to change the subject.” 

“Yeah, well,” Jarred said.  “Anyway, Halloween is coming up in two weeks.  We could 

have one hell of a party.” 

“Isn’t the rent due in two weeks?” Jessica persisted.  “You won’t have it unless I move in. 

No rent, no apartment.  And no Halloween party.” 

“Jesus, Jessica,” Jarred said with exasperation.  “You never give up, do you?” 

“Nope.  And I won’t until you give up.” 

“Well then,” he said, “I might as well give up right now, saving us both time. It beats 

being nagged.  Okay, I guess you can move in.  Congratulations, you are the proud half-owner of 
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a real dump, which is what Apartment 17 is, in case you haven’t noticed.  Now you can decide 

whether you want to laugh or cry.” 

She did neither.  She hugged him.  “We can share a bedroom!  That leaves Blake’s old 

bedroom free. We can turn it into an office.” 

“Whatever.  Here, have some wine.  I need to get you drunk so I can stand you.” 

She hit his arm, but accepted the wine. And they drank for over an hour, he more than 

she, and then both retired into Jarred’s bedroom. 

Meanwhile, when all the lights were turned out, other things besides Jessica moved into 

Apartment 17. 

Jessica 

It was late in the day on October thirty-first, and the apartment was decorated, if only 

loosely so.  Mostly there were fake pumpkins on the counters and black cats made of paper taped 

to the walls.  Jarred was making an extremely spiked punch that was to go inside a plastic witch’s 

cauldron later on.  The furniture was moved against the walls, making room for people who most 

likely would be standing once the Halloween party started. 

“At least,” Jarred told Jessica, “they’ll be standing at the beginning of the party.  If the 

party’s any good, they’ll be falling down drunk at the end.” 

They were in the kitchen, and Jarred noticed that Jessica was looking around.  He stopped 

pouring vodka into the pink mixture that was supposed to be punch and asked, “What’s wrong?” 

“I was just noticing,” Jessica said, “that this place sure seemed to get dirty in the two 

weeks I’ve been living here.” 
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Jarred looked around, and then turned towards Jessica once again. “Dirty?  What do you 

mean?” 

“Well, look at it.  Dirty dishes in the sink.  No one’s vacuumed in the living room, and 

there’s just stuff lying around everywhere.  And when’s the last time you’ve looked into Blake’s 

room? Did you know that there’s dried vomit on the floor?  I mean, how gross is that?” 

They had been getting on each other’s nerves since she moved in, and Jarred was finding 

himself continuously annoyed with her. “If it bothers you so much, then why don’t you clean it 

all up?” 

“Sometimes I do,” she said. “But then the next thing I know, this place is dirty again.  It 

takes two of us to keep it clean.” 

Jarred plunked the vodka bottle on the counter.  “Listen,” he said. “You’re starting to 

sound like Blake, and I couldn’t stand that guy.  Clean this and clean that.  I thought all of that 

crap was over when he left.  Jessica, this apartment is not dirty; it’s just lived in.” 

“Then you and I have different definitions of dirty.” 

Jarred sighed noisily. “Tell you what.  There’s no sense in cleaning this place up right 

now.  We’re having a party tonight, remember?  You know as well as I do that a successful party 

trashes the place.  So, if you just keep your yap shut now, I’ll help you clean it all up tomorrow.” 

“My yap?” Jessica said. “Fuck you, Jarred.”  

And she left the kitchen. 

Jarred was relieved when she was gone. He didn’t feel like fighting.  In fact, he was in a 

great mood.  He took another taste of the punch.  Then he poured himself a glass-full.  A little 

head start, he told himself. 
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He heard someone knocking on the front door.  He glanced out the kitchen window, 

trying to judge the time. It looked to be only around 6 PM, way too early for any party guests.  He 

wondered who it could be. 

“Hey, could you get that, Jessica?” 

She didn’t answer.  He sighed again.  She was getting to be just as annoying as Blake had 

been.   

But if he asked her to leave, it would leave him with the question of who he could replace 

her with.  He couldn’t afford the rent by himself.  And he sure couldn’t afford to move.  He 

wouldn’t be able to come close to coming up with a ‘first and last’ for a new place.  So, he was 

stuck here. 

He started walking to the door.  Apparently, he was supposed to be doing everything 

himself.   

Opening the front door, Jarred saw two very young children standing in front of a 

protective adult, probably one of the children’s mother. 

Both children were girls around five years of age.  One was dressed in a Princess costume 

and the other was dressed as a Ballerina.  

Of course, Jarred thought, trick-or-treaters. 

As if on cue, both little girls cried out, “Trick-or-treat!” and held up plastic pumpkins. 

“Um,” Jarred said, embarrassed, “we don’t have any candy.” 

“Yes we do,” Jessica said, suddenly materializing behind him.  “I bought some.  Because 

one of us has to take care of business.” 
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She brought a large bowl filled with tiny, wrapped Milky Way bars.  Instead of reaching 

into the bowl, she simply tilted the bowl and dumped some of its contents into each plastic 

pumpkin. 

Both little girls’ eyes went wide at the generosity.  “Gee thanks, Lady,” the  

Ballerina said. 

“No problem,” she told them.  “Happy Halloween.” 

When the front door was shut, Jarred said, “I didn’t realize that kids trick-or-treated at 

apartments.” 

“We won’t get a lot,” Jessica said.  “That’s why I just dumped the bowl instead of doling 

candy out one-by-one.  We can afford to be generous since we won’t get a lot of kids.” 

“Milky Ways, huh?  Not my favorite, but I’ll take one anyway.” 

She slapped his hand.  “If you want a candy bar, buy your own.” 

“Whatever.  I need a drink.” 

“Your famous last words are you need a drink,” Jessica said, “except they’re also your 

famous first words, middle words, and oh yeah, almost all your words.” 

“Jesus, Jessica,” he said, “get off my back.  Maybe you’re the reason why I want a drink.” 

“Or maybe you’re an alcoholic.” 

It took a lot of muster for Jarred not to answer back with an angry retort, but he decided it 

wasn’t worth the fight.  After all, it was Halloween.  And he was excited about the party.  So he 

went back into the kitchen to finish making the punch. 
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Despite himself, he started looking around the kitchen with a critical eye. She was right, it 

was a mess.  Resigned, Jarred started removing dirty dishes from the sink and began loading the 

dishwasher.  Reaching into the sink for yet another dish, he saw something move. 

Pulling his hand back as though he had touched a hot stove, Jarred peered closely in the 

sink.  An insect quickly ran into the drain and disappeared.  He felt his heart beat a bit harder, but 

then he realized that whatever bug it was, it couldn’t be a roach.  Roaches were much larger, 

weren’t they?   

Jarred had no idea of the roach’s life cycle.  He didn’t know that they hatched as tiny 

nymphs, only to grow into the much larger, more recognizable cockroach later. 

He finished loading the dishwasher, dumped in Cascade, and ran it.  Then he grabbed a 

sponge and began wiping the counter.  Damn it, he thought, there’s that spilled black pepper 

again.   

He knew that Jessica liked a spicy enchilada, but this was ridiculous.  If she had to pour 

pepper on everything, why did she miss so much and get it everywhere? 

He picked up the toaster to wipe underneath, and saw something unusual.  Where the 

toaster had been sitting on the counter, there were these small, brownish, oval things. What the 

heck? 

Jarred wiped up the odd things, and then placed the toaster back down upon the counter.  

He ran the faucet and rinsed the sponge.  When he squeezed the sponge, its water ran dark.  Wow, 

Jarred thought, the counter was dirtier than I thought.  I hate to admit that Jessica was right.  

This place is worse than just lived in. 
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After he was finished in the kitchen, Jarred grabbed the vacuum cleaner and quickly ran it 

over the well-trodden living room rug.  When he was done, he looked around with satisfaction. 

Just then the doorbell rang again, and Jessica came back into the room to find another set 

of trick-or-treaters standing on the porch.  Jessica dumped more candy for the kids from her 

bowl. 

She shut the door, then looked around.  “Been cleaning?” 

“A little.  Hey, want to have a drink with me and make up?” 

She smiled mischievously.  “There are better ways to make up.”  And she took his hand 

and led him into their bedroom. 

The Ballerina 

The Princess and the Ballerina were done for the night.  As they were both only five years 

old, the Ballerina’s mother figured they should finish trick-or-treating before the older kids came 

out.  So even though it was only seven-thirty, the Ballerina’s mother dropped the Princess off at 

her house, and then took her own daughter home. 

The Ballerina couldn’t wait to count her booty. But her mother insisted upon going 

through the loot first and checking the candy to make sure that no one hid razor blades and that 

all the items were in their original wrapping.  The Ballerina’s mother wasn’t sure if the scare 

warnings were urban legends or not, as she had never personally known anyone to actually get a 

real razor blade, but she loved her Ballerina and therefore would never take any chances. 

“Wait here in the living room while I go into the bedroom to take off my shoes,” the 

mother instructed her Ballerina.  “I’ll be right back. Don’t eat a single thing, you hear me?” 

“Yes, Mommy.” 
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The Ballerina figured that not eating was not the same as not dumping.  So she emptied 

her plastic pumpkin onto the living room floor.  Lots and lots of candy fell out of the pumpkin. 

Along with the candy, two large, dark brown insects also fell out of the plastic pumpkin 

onto the living room floor.  With lightning speed, they darted underneath the living room couch.  

Within seconds, the two insects had disappeared. 

The mother came back into the living room.   

“Mommy, I saw bugs.” 

“What?” the mother wasn’t sure if she should be alarmed or not.  “What are you talking 

about, Honey? What bugs?” 

“Crickets,” said the Ballerina.  “Under the couch.” 

Smiling, the mother sat on the floor next to her Ballerina and began to sort the candy.  

“You know,” the mother said, “the Chinese believe that a cricket in the house is good luck.  It 

will probably sing you to sleep tonight.” 

The Party 

People started arriving to Apartment 17 at around nine o’clock.  Some wore costumes, 

but most did not.  All seemed to be in their early 20s, except for one or two who looked to be 

younger.  Rock music blared, and since Jarred didn’t hear any banging on the wall, he figured 

that Jessica had remembered to invite the neighbor who hated noise. 

The lights were on but dimmed, and people crowded the living room.  Others were in the 

kitchen, helping themselves to the strong punch from the witches’ cauldron.  Still others brought 

their own, and it wasn’t limited to alcohol. 
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The hours passed, and people got drunker.  Some began coupling up.  Blake’s University 

friend John and a woman from the party named Claire were two of the guests who had the hots 

for each other. 

John had a glass of punch in his hand.  He put the drink to his mouth to gulp it down.  

Suddenly something from the drink stuck in his throat.  He coughed, and Claire, laughing, 

pounded him on the back. 

John coughed something out; something big and dark.  He peered at the rug, trying to see 

what it was, but the lighting in the apartment was too dim for him to make anything out on the 

floor. Besides, the rug was dirty, so everything seemed to be camouflaged. 

“You okay?” Claire shouted above the music. 

“I’m better than okay, because I got you, Baby.” John forgot about the drink and backed 

Claire against the wall, tongue deep in her throat. Music pulsed around them.   

“Hey,” he shouted over the noise, “let’s find a bedroom.” 

She said something he couldn’t hear.  “What?” he shouted. 

“I said okay!” she shouted back. 

“Let’s go.”  He took her hand, and led her down the hallway. 

He tried one bedroom door, but it was locked.  He tried the other bedroom door, and it 

opened easily.  John led Claire inside and shut the door behind him. 

He didn’t bother to turn the light on.  He figured the bed would be by the window, and he 

guided Claire there.  On the rug right next to the bed, he stepped on something stiff; something 

that felt like a dried spill of some sort.   
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He threw Claire on the unmade bed, and climbed on top of her.  He was kissing her and 

removing her clothes simultaneously.  He tasted her all over, and then unzipped his pants.  He 

pulled his pants down but didn’t bother to take them off. 

Because they were both very drunk, they were frenzied in their lovemaking.  Oblivious to 

their surroundings, they rutted in the dark, concentrating solely on each other. 

When they were spent, they both lay on the bed, side-by-side in the darkness.  They lay on 

their backs, facing the ceiling.  They didn’t speak; both just worked on calming their breathing. 

“Hey, quit tickling me,” Claire said. 

“I’m not tickling you.” 

She hit him.  “I said quit it.” 

“I’m not touching you!” 

“Well, something is,” she said. She swatted her arm. “Eeww, it felt like something was 

crawling on me.” 

They were quiet again for a moment, listening to the party still going on beyond the wall.  

“I hope there’re no spiders in here,” Claire said.  “Maybe we should turn on the light.” 

“In a minute.” He was finding it hard to stop from drifting off to sleep, and cursed the fact 

that he had gulped that last drink.  It was knocking him out. 

“John,” Claire persisted, “I think there’s something in this bed.” 

And then John felt something drop on him, like it had fallen from the ceiling. Suddenly 

he didn’t feel so drunk anymore. 

He sat up in bed, staring into the darkness. 
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More things were dropping on him.  She was right, they were crawly things, and they 

were falling on him.  He wiped his head with his hands, trying to brush bugs out of his hair. 

He was conscious of Claire, next to him in the bed, also sitting up.  He could hear her 

making strange sounds and she seemed to be frantically brushing herself off as well.  Finally she 

started yelling, “Something’s crawling on me!  Turn on the light!” 

John pulled up his pants and jumped out of bed, but he felt dazed because he didn’t know 

his way around this strange room. Then he remembered the way he had come in, so he headed 

towards the bedroom door. 

“Hurry up!” Claire screamed.  “There’re bugs on me!  Oh god, get them off of me!  Get 

them off!” 

John felt around the wall, and found the light switch.  He flicked it on and turned to look 

at Claire, who was still on the bed. 

He was horrified at what he saw. 

Claire was sitting up, naked, with her hands on the bed.  Hordes of huge, dark insects 

were massing from the bed onto her hands, and swarming up her arms.  More insects were 

crawling on her legs, and traveling up her thighs towards her body. 

She screamed, lifted her hands, and tried to fling the roaches off.  She thrashed her legs to 

dislodge the hoards of roaches clinging to them.  Multitudes of other cockroaches were dropping 

on her from the ceiling.  Dark masses of even more roaches were gathering up on the ceiling, 

waiting their turn to fall onto Claire. 

John started screaming at her.  “Get out of the bed!” 
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But he couldn’t make himself move towards her to help her. He couldn’t overcome his 

fear and revulsion. 

Claire was becoming overwhelmed with the thousands of milling, heaving, and crawling 

cockroaches. She was struggling but they were overpowering her.  She sank back on the bed, 

lying down under the weight of the thousands of cockroaches, still struggling against them. She 

somehow managed to plead a final time, “Help me!” 

John watched for another moment as she seemed to disappear underneath masses of 

frenzied insect activity.  He felt frozen in place because he saw the insects flood into her mouth 

as she opened it to scream, and they swarmed into her ears and nose. 

And then, finally, John was able to move.  But he didn’t help Claire.  Instead, he opened 

the door and ran from the room. 

Claire remained on the bed, covered with cockroaches.  

But John kept running. He pushed party-goers in the living room out of his way, and ran 

out the front door of Apartment 17.  Like his buddy Blake had done, John told himself he would 

never be back. 

The other guests didn’t really notice John’s frantic escape from Apartment 17. They 

continued to drink, and to smoke the joints that were being passed around.  Everyone was having 

a really good time, one that most wouldn’t remember come the next day. 

Jarred was in the kitchen, finishing the last of the spiked punch. Jessica came in.  “Hey,” 

she said, “how come our bedroom door’s locked?” 

“I don’t know about you,” he said, “but I sure don’t want any sloppy seconds. If anyone 

feels like getting frisky, let ‘em use Blake’s old bedroom, not ours.” 
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He was swaying on his feet.  

“Maybe you’re the one who should use our bedroom,” Jessica observed.  “Maybe you 

should lie down on the bed before you fall down on the floor.” 

He leered at her drunkenly.  “Couldn’t get enough of me earlier, huh?  You want to go 

into the bedroom and get some more?” 

“You’re drunk,” she accused. 

“Hello?” he said. “It’s like, you know, a party?” 

And he took another swallow of the punch. 

The next thing Jessica knew, he was leaning forward.  Then, sure enough, Jarred passed 

out and fell to the floor. 

“Just great!” she said angrily.  She bent over and tried to lift him off the floor, but he was 

out cold and too heavy for her. 

Chad, a party-goer who was dressed as a Vampire, walked into the kitchen at that 

moment.  “Wow, he’s out, huh?” 

“Yeah,” Jessica said. “Hey Chad, can you help me lift him?  I want to dump his ass into 

the bathtub.  I’d put him in the shower, but you have to actually stand in the shower.” 

“I see what you mean,” Chad said, laughing.  “At least in the bathtub, old Jarred here can 

continue lying down.” 

So Chad helped lug Jarred off of the kitchen floor.  Together they dragged him through 

the living room crowd and down the hall to the bathroom. 
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Both were so busy with Jarred that neither one looked into Blake’s bedroom.  Even 

though the bedroom door was half open, neither Chad nor Jessica noticed the dead woman on the 

bed inside. 

“Set Jarred inside the tub,” Jessica instructed. “Then go ahead and go back to the party.  

“I’ll undress Jarred and run the water.  A cool bath should wake him up.” 

“Okay.” 

“Thanks, Chad,” she told him as the Vampire left the bathroom, and she shut the door 

behind him. 

Turning her attention to Jarred, who was lying unconscious in the bathtub, Jessica began 

undressing him.  It was not an easy task since she had to do it entirely without his cooperation.  

But eventually she accomplished it, and tossed Jarred’s clothes onto the bathroom floor. 

She reached for the stopper and plugged the rubber stopper into the drain hole of the tub.  

She grabbed the faucet and tried to turn it.  It seemed stuck and wouldn’t budge. 

Leaning forward, Jessica used both hands and strained to turn the faucet.  It still wouldn’t 

budge.  She wondered if someone had shut it off too tightly, or if something was blocking it. 

Finally the faucet turned, but to Jessica’s dismay, no water came out.  Instead, the pipes 

seemed to groan, but remained dry. 

Suddenly the faucet seemed to quiver and vibrate. What the hell? Jessica thought. 

At the same time, she noticed that the tub’s stopper was bouncing in the drain.  It was 

jiggling and wobbling as thought something underneath it was trying to push it out. 

And then suddenly the stopper popped out of the drain.  Hundreds of dark brown 

cockroaches surged upwards from the drain into the bathtub.  At the same time, more roaches 
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started to stream out of the faucet, gushing in what seemed like millions of them into the bathtub, 

and enveloping the unconscious body of Jarred.   

Jessica couldn’t believe her eyes. She started screaming in horror.  This couldn’t be 

happening, it just couldn’t! 

Hysterically she started shrieking for help.  But none of the party-goers heard her over the 

music and other noise. 

She tried to grab Jarred and lift him from the tub, but again his dead weight was too 

heavy for her and he kept slipping from her grasp.  Next she tried to brush all the roaches off of 

him but it was a useless attempt, because they were like a fluid collective, and they almost 

behaved as thought they were a single entity. 

Together as a unit, the thousands of roaches covered Jarred.  They swarmed over his 

head, cutting off his air.  Frantically Jessica tried to brush them off of his face, but there were so 

many roaches, just so many roaches…… 

Finally Jessica grabbed Jarred one final time.  With a strength she didn’t know she 

possessed, she pulled him out of the bathtub.  He tumbled onto the floor, and the fall dislodged a 

lot of the insects.  They dropped off of his face onto the floor, and Jessica began what appeared 

to be a strange sort of dance.  But she was trying to step on as many roaches as she could.  She 

wanted to eliminate as many as possible. 

She grabbed the bathroom towel and started snapping it at the insects. That made more of 

them drop off Jarred, and again, she tried to squash them. 
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Finally she tugged Jarred towards the bathroom door and managed to get it open.  She 

screamed into the hallway, “Help!  Somebody help me!  Chad!  Anyone! Oh god, please 

somebody help!” 

She continued to drag Jarred over the floor, out of the bathroom and into the hallway.  He 

began stirring. He was waking up. 

“What the fuck?  Hey, I’m naked,” he slurred as he tried to look around.  Then he 

screamed, “Bugs!  Get ‘em off of me!” 

Party-goers started coming into the hallway.  They grabbed Jarred and lifted him to his 

feet.  The remaining cockroaches fell off of Jarred’s naked body and landed on the hallway rug.  

Within seconds, the insects ran back into the bathroom and disappeared into the same drain from 

where they came. 

Jessica knew she couldn’t take Jarred anywhere if he were naked. The cockroaches 

appeared to have gone for now. So she raced back into their bedroom, grabbed an old suitcase, 

yanked open a dresser drawer, and pulled out some clothes. She chose the clothes randomly in 

her haste.  She grabbed enough to get Jarred dressed right now, and also a few items to get them 

through a day or two somewhere else. Anywhere else but Apartment 17.  She knew she would 

never step into Apartment 17 ever, ever again. 

The Day After 

Hung over and nursing one of the worst headaches of his life, Jarred lay in a bed.  He 

reached to the nightstand and gulped a glass of water that had been sitting there. He was just so 

incredibly thirsty.   

Suddenly his stomach revolted and he needed to vomit the water back out.   
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Jessica held the pan. 

Finished, he laid weakly back on the bed.  “It’s awful nice of your mom to let us stay here 

at her house,” he said. 

“Yeah, we’ll have to stay here until the police are finished with their investigation into 

Apartment 17,” Jessica said. “But I’m not going back there, no matter what the police decide. 

Not even if they hire all the exterminators in the world. We’re going to have to figure out 

somewhere else to live.” 

They were quiet for a moment, thinking about it. 

“People will be talking about our party for decades,” Jarred said.  “I think we put 

cockroaches on the map. Maybe they’ll be next year’s hit Halloween costume.  Either that or 

people will save the trouble of buying costumes at all and go to parties naked like I was.” 

“Not funny.” 

He was quiet again, then said, “You’re right. Not funny.” 

They were quiet some more. 

Finally Jarred said, “Thank you for saving my life.  I hear Claire wasn’t so lucky.” 

Suddenly Jessica was angry.  “Yeah, let’s talk about that little matter of your life.  Now 

that you didn’t lose it, what are you going to do with it?’ 

Jarred looked at her.  “Maybe I should stop drinking, for starters.” 

She studied him.  “For real?” 

Despite his terrible hangover, he smiled.  “For real.” 

Jessica felt hope for their future together.  Somehow they would get through this, and 

maybe even become better people because of it.  She and Jarred wouldn’t have anything to fight 
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about any more if he would stop drinking.  She had to believe there could be some good, 

somewhere, coming out of all that had been bad.  She didn’t want to think that Claire had died 

without anything good coming out if it. 

It’s all over, Jessica thought.  The nightmare has ended. 

She didn’t know that cockroaches could crawl into just about anything.  She hadn’t 

foreseen the possibility of bringing roaches with the clothes in the suitcase she had hastily packed 

when leaving Apartment 17.  She had underestimated a cockroach’s determination to infest any 

corner of the world that they could. 

And as Jessica sat on the bed, talking to Jarred, she didn’t pay attention to the suitcase 

that was resting on the floor by the wall in the bedroom of her mother’s house. She didn’t notice 

that roaches were periodically squeezing out of the crack between the lid and the bottom of the 

suitcase and dropping onto the carpeted floor, merely a few feet away. 

 

 

 


