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A Roach

Forget about warm and fuzzy -

here’s a pet project after
Franz Kafka's heart

By Ruth HorowiTz

years, in fact, I have carefully

cultivated the public reputa-
tion for being adamantly anti-
pet. | have been known to plant
bamboo skewers in my garden to
discourage my neighbor’s cat. |
have made no bones about my
lack of enthusiasm for Burling-
ton’s dog-park politics. And [
have gushed, in these very pages,
about the virtually limitless
advantages of electronic animal
companions over their living
counterparts.

So it is not without some
embarrassment that [ make the
following confession: I am a pet-
owner. Actually, | own not one
but fwe pets. Granted, they're
small. And low-maintenance. Bur
they are alive. They eat and drink
and poop, and [ sometimes even
take them out of their terrarium.

I 'm not a pet person. For

[ enjoy feeding them juicy
green lettuce [eaves and stroking
their shiny brown backs, and I
love the feeling of cheir 12 licde
feer gripping my fingers or crawl-
ing up and down my arms. Their
names are Max and Terre, and
they're the most magnificent
Madagascan cockroaches you'd

ever hope to lay eyes on.

I acquired my first cucarachas
about a year ago, an indirect
result of a story I wrote for this
paper. It was about Trish
Hanson, an entomologist who
works for the state of Vermont
and who kept, at the time, a
coterie of gianc hissing
Madagascan cockroaches in her
lab. As it turned out, Trish wasn't
just a great interview subject. She
also quickly became a friend, and
her roach anecdotes supplied
fodder for my latest kids” book,
Break-Out at the Bug Lab, to be
published by Dial Press nexc year.
The book was what made me a
roach-wrangler.

As a children’s author, I'm
included on a list of home-town
“celebrities” occasionally paid to
entertain elementary school chil-
dren. After my first book, Bar
Time, came out in 1991, 1 did a
brief but profitable tour as The
Bar Lady. “Boys and girls,” the
over-smi]ing librarian would
gush, “We have a very special
treat for you today. Ruth
Horowirz is an aw-ther, and she’s
going to read you the book she
wrote!” Then I'd read my litle
book and answer their little ques-
tions, which usually ran along
the lines of, “Are bats made of

rubber?” or “How old are you?”
or “My Uncle Joe found 2 bat in
his house once, and it had poison
tceth.”

Eventually Bat Time went out
of print and the bat gigs stopped
coming, Then, last spring, just as
Dial was deciding to buy Bug
Lab, T was invited to a couple of
Buslington schools, [ couldn'
wait 1o try cut my new book on
some live audiences — 1 knew
that Bug Lab, with its rubber-
band shooting scene, AWOL
insect and various bathroom and
burping references, would be 1
real crowd-pleaser. And it would
be great to finally shed my
“batey” persona.

When I told Trish [ was cak-
ing “her” book on the road, she
surprised me by saying, “If you're
going to be reading a book about
cockroaches, you really ought to
have some live ones to show
them.” Oh, well, T don't happen
to have any, I excosed inyself.
Besides, s once tl:ing o witte
about the disguscing Bivle vermin
and another thing alwpether to
actually own, let alone touch,
one. After atl, I'm nota per per-
sON.

But Trish was persuasive, and
the nexe thing | knew [ was
hurding down -89, pulling into
the Richmond commuter lor,
and meeting a man in a green
truck with a deli container full of
cockroaches. The container was
labeled “Olive Salad,” bur I was-
n't fooled for a minute,

“Do you know how to hold
them?” the roach dealer asked,
handing over the goods. Of
course 1 didn®. So he gave me a
lesson righe there in the parking
lot. The key, he explained, is ta
grab them as if you mean it —
firmly enough so they can't wrig-
gle away, but not so tight that
you sguash them. Onee cock-
roaches get used to you, they'll
curl up like littfe bananas and
clutch vour thumb.
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ockroaches belong to the
order Blattaria. Trish had

given mc onc male and
onc female of the species Grom-
phadorhina portentosa, which
means, “portentious sow’s snout.”
Unlike the dime-
a-dozen roaches
you remember
from your fiest
apartiment, which
lnigh( IIJVC nmca-
sured an inch or
so from head to
tail, Madagascans
arc about three
inches long.

Boy Madagas-
C4ns are orna-
mented with cun-
ning liitle horns,
useful in territorial
tffs. Girl
Madagascans are
bigger and horn-
fess. When chey're
caurling or com-
bating,
Madagascans of
[)l)ll‘ 1“L'“(.iL'|'$ ])I'U‘
duce a cool hissing
sound by squecz-
ing air from cheir
ﬂdel‘ﬂCnS. ThC
pair Trish sent
over hissed like
crazy the first time
[ picked them up.
But I managed
not to drop them on
the asphale, and with just a little
help from our cockroach courier,
I was able to pry their tiny,
grasping fect loose from my skin
and scal the guys back inside
their cute little carrying kennel.

1 wasn'’t chinking of the
l'L);lCl]L‘S s ilny[hing maore (Ililn
Show-and-Tell Props — and
Borrowed State Property, to boot.
But my canine-craving fourth-
grader, Sam, immediately
demanded that we name them,
We chose musical monikers: Max

and Maggie.

Trish had enhanced che
roaches’ environment with some
bark. In the wild, hissers hide
among the debris on the rainfor-
est floor. In their plastic deli

BUGGING OUT The author demonstrates her
roach approach.

home, Max and Maggie tried ro
keep a low profile by clinging to
the under-sides of the bark.

For the roaches’ gustatory
gratification, my entomologist
buddy had included a little jar of
ground-up dog food. Sheld also -
poked a few holes in the contain-
er lid. The roaches could get
along just fine on the oxygen in
their plastic box, Trish explained,
but the holes would make the
school kids and their reachers feel
better.

My cockroach performances
have been a smashing success.
“Boys and gitls,” the librarian
typically gushes, “We have a very
special treat for you today. Ruth
Horowitz is an ai- ther, and sheb
going to read you
the book she
wrote!” The kids

eyes go wide dur-
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ing the rubber-
band shooting,
scene. When |
mention bath-
rooms and burp-
ing, the boys gig-
gle, while the girls
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look mildly
appailed. And
when [ produce
my plastic dcli
box, half the class
crowds closer while
the rese quickly
back away.

I navigate the
roum, {;iving cach
child a chance 1o
reach out a linde
finger and touch
the reaches’ shiny,
plated backs.
There are always a
few who resolutely
shake their heads,

keeping their

haids safely
tucked in their
armpits.

When everyone
who wants to has had a chance to
touch, [ cram my blattarians
back in their box and snap the
lid shut. “See that, boys and
girls?” the teacher points out.
“Mrs. Horowitz has poked litde
lholes in her roaches’ box, Why
do you think she did chag?”

“Sa they can breathe!” The
liids ClC\'Crly C]]Ol'l.ls.

Next, it's time for Q & A.
“Why do they feel sticky?” one
child might wonder. “"How much
money do you make?” another

may ask. “I had a pet cockroach
once, but my cat ate it,” a child
in the back might volunteer. “My
Aunt Theresa found a cockroach
in her house once, and it was a
foot long,” someone inevitably
announces.

“Now, boys and girls,” the
librarian will remind them. “Mis.
Horowitz is an aw-ther. Can you
think of any questions tha have
o do with writing books?”

Once, when this reminder
was given, 3 hand instandy shot
Up. Clc;lrl)’, this 170)" l];]({ IJC(.'“
waiting a long time to ask this
particular question, But when |
called on litm, ke couldn't seem
to remember whart it was. After
an agonizing silence, his teacher
prompted, “Is it something about
writing?”

The child nedded, his eyes
wildly scarching the room for the
forgotten query. At lase, it came
to him: “How do you get the
\\'Ur(l.‘; o S‘i]y on ‘hc 1).11')'.:.)"

At the end of another visis,
while the rese of the cles Ttled
tito the hall, the ibrarian
dragged a mortilied boy back
into the room and stood him
before me. "Go ahead,” she cued
him, but the poor guy couldn’t
scem to pry his gaze from his
sneakers. “Kenny called you a
name,” the librarian finaily
divulged with a tremendous,
shuddering sigh. “I wasn’t sure if
youd heard, but if you had, 1
wanted him to explain that he
hadn't meant to be rude. Did
you, Kenny?”

The boy shook his head, eyes
still on his feer. T hadnt heard a
thing. As a list of possible insults
ran through my mind, cach one
more offensive than the lase, 1
fele myself blushing. Finally, the
librarian ended the suspense. “He
called you ‘Cockroach Lady,”™ she
confided.

Continued on page 12




Most of my after-class inter-
actions take a more positive
tone. At lesson’s end, a small
cluster of kids always hangs back
for one last, private word with
me. “I think your cockroaches
are very pretty,” a litcle girl will
confess. “I love your roaches,”
another will one-up her. “Can I
have your cockroaches?” a third
child will brazenly request.

“I'm sorry,” T said when this
appeal was issued at the end of
my very first roach show.
“They're not mine to give away.
These cockroaches belong to the
State of Vermont.”

Bur as it turned out, when
my premiere tour of duty ended
and [ tried to return the bugs to
their rightful owner, Trish didn't

| love the|
feeling of|
their 12 little

eet gripping
my fingers ot
crawling up
and down my
arnis. |

seemn all that interested in get-
ting them back. “Doesn't Sam
like having them around?” she
wondered. “Maybe if you keep
them long enough, they'll have
babies. It would be neat to
watch them molc.”

What choice did T have? T
acquired a Plexiglass tank with a
locking top from some friends
whose last hamster had died. I
lined the tank floor with well-
seasoned compost and a handful
of sticks and bark. With an
overturned spice bottle, a
Tupperware top and a scrap of
cotton diaper, I contrived a
clever little water system. Then |
sat back and waited for my
roaches to reproduce.

Unfortunately, the blessed
event has yet to take place. Last
winter, poor Maggie went home
to insect Valhalla, so I intro-
duced Max to the lithesome
young female | named Terre. Six
months have passed since Terre
arrived, but [ have yet to dandle
my first grandroach. I've been
passing the time pondering
name books, nymph-proofing
the terrarium and knitting
batches of blattarian booties.
Some might call chis behavior
obsessive. [ prefer to think of it
as an acr of faith. After all, ifa
gal can’t believe in her own bugs,
what can she believe in? @




