Cockroaches, Incorporated
Right where the rubber gasket adheres to my refrigerator door is a dead body -- the flat dried remains of a crushed cockroach… Weak are the people, for in their greediness they often want more than they need, too.

It has been reported that biologists once held a competition to determine which of the Earth’s lower creatures are best adapted for co-existence with humans. The creature selected had to be omnivorous, able to reproduce at a high rate of speed and be of absolutely no benefit to mankind. As might have been expected the winners were rats and cockroaches. But this is really just the introduction to our story. 

The sad fact was that cockroaches had invaded the home of Michael Steklov, Ph.D. in physics. The most irksome thing about this was that Michael himself was in no way responsible. The problem had to have been all the fault of his neighbors, since Steklov himself maintained his apartment in a state of antiseptic cleanliness and kept anything even slightly edible shut up in the refrigerator. There were no crumbs to be found under his table or behind his refrigerator, so the cockroaches could not have moved in for the sake of free meals.

But, it seems, meals were not what they were after. The cockroaches dined in the apartment of his slovenly neighbors, who were wholly to blame for this multipedal misfortune, and then spent the night at Steklov’s place. Since he had not caught sight of a cockroach in his apartment during the five years he had lived there, he had even forgotten what they looked like, and thus, shamefully, at first failed to react to their appearance in his home and did nothing to make them feel unwelcome. Of course, it must be acknowledged that, at first, the cockroaches did nothing to interfere with Steklov either. Not, that is as long as there were only a few of them. But this state of peaceful coexistence did not last long. Settling down behind the radiator, where the wallpaper had come loose and where they were virtually beyond the reach of human hands, hordes of roaches clomped around and rustled the paper during the night keeping Steklov awake. After all, roaches are primarily nocturnal animals and it is unnatural for them to sit motionlessly in one spot for any length of time. Furthermore, they ran around on the table, even though they did not, and could not have, found anything to eat on it. Of course, when it was dark, such forays could not be seen. But Steklov often came home after midnight (he worked shifts at an accelerator facility) and, after he turned on the light he would see the disgusting spectacle of crowds of roaches running for the corners. Such behavior on the part of the aforementioned creatures got on his nerves, but the last straw was the sugar bowl. The fact is that Steklov’s sugar bowl was not flawless. It had a slight defect, which heretofore had had no effect on its function: at the very edge of the lid was an insignificant chip, creating a small (no larger than a quarter inch) opening when the bowl was covered. One morning Steklov saw, to his horror, that the roaches had found out the secret of the sugar bowl and had begun to make full use of their discovery: they could be seen scuttling around inside it and out and, in all likelihood, eating HIS sugar… “This is war!” resolved Steklov with a shudder.

The next day a canister of “Dichlorphos” insecticide was purchased and an all out gas attack conducted. But the result proved to be negligible. The accursed roaches holed up in their refuges and when Steklov returned home, after having been compelled to spend the night with friends, he found evidence of no more than 2-3 vanquished enemy casualties.

Next he tried “pencils” of insecticide powder. Diligently following instructions, Strelkov carefully smeared the poison “Pretix” in all the chinks in the floor and furniture, dark corners, nooks, and even the routes leading from the radiator. In theory this should have guaranteed the death of 98% of the population within a maximum of two days. Again the results were strange: judging from the continuing nocturnal rustling, 98% of the population had remained alive and was in excellent health. The lack of dead bodies suggested a similar conclusion. 

At this point Steklov really should have paused to analyze this strange fact, but in the heat of the battle he failed even to notice that, for some reason, the roaches had stopped availing themselves of his sugar bowl. Instead, Steklov resorted, one after another to “Nika” powder, “Torol” bait, and a poison bait of his own manufacture. He even tried reducing the room temperature to freezing, pouring boiling water on the floors and even setting out a dish full of honey (...hoping the roaches would get stuck in it).

All of this proved of no avail. Not that the roaches did not die, the body count was in the dozens, but, from all appearances, the survivors numbered in the hundreds.

Steklov began to lose his grip and took to spying on each roach he saw hoping to figure out where his enemies were hiding. This reconnaissance failed to help. All he did was succeed in finding the route the insects took when they went out to dine at his neighbors. Noticing that during the day when it was light the roaches preferred not to leave their hiding places, Steklov decided to starve them to death or simply wait for them to be so hunger crazed that they risked emerging in the light only to fall victims to the death-dealing blows of his slipper. This plan demonstrates how close to madness Steklov himself had come, since it is well known that insects can go without food far longer than humans, including, Steklov himself can go without sleep. 

Irritable, unshaven with eyes red after three days without sleep, Steklov kept watch night after night, pumping himself full of coffee and keeping the lights on continuously. On the first day the roaches simply hid in their dens. Then they began to show signs of disturbance as a result of the long postponement of darkness and a few began to emerge. But all of their scouts immediately perished to the sound of Steklov’s malevolent laughter.

At this point the roaches, evidently, began to sense that their situation was dire. They could not emerge to eat, nor could they leave the room. Any roach that dared to show himself in the light met with instant death. Of course, if the roaches could only have understood that sooner or later, Steklov would not be able to stay awake and would fall down and sleep like the dead….Alas! However, what actually occurred proved to be even more surprising. 

On the fourth day, Steklov, with his eyes held open by force of will alone, for the hundred thousandth time was inspecting the roach’s escape route to the neighbors’ apartment. Suddenly a movement at the edge of his visual field attracted his attention. Steklov turned toward it and gaped in astonishment: from beneath his bed, in straight ranks, in a formation precisely corresponding to the diagram of the Pythagorean Theorem, the cockroach army marched out to surrender. Steklov had raised his slippers for a series of death blows, but then froze, suddenly realizing what the roach formation depicted; why the insecticide, intended for randomly swarming, mindless creatures had not worked on them.

Steklov, threw down his weapons of death and roared, “Stop, wait a minute, don’t leave!” But the roaches did not understand him. Most likely they did not even hear him, since, as is well known, their range of hearing is very different from ours. The roaches purposefully maintaining their formation, moved toward the exit. Steklov seized a piece of paper and convulsively wrote and drew something on it and attempted to show it to the roaches. But, apparently the roaches did not see it: and indeed it is also known that their visual organs perceive the world very differently than ours do.

Then Steklov tried crumbling bread onto the floor, right in the middle of the room, shouting: “Stop! I’ll feed you!” Alas, the roaches continued to leave, in strict formation, and not one of them even broke step as it passed the bread crumbs… In this manner, they reached the bathroom. In complete desperation, Steklov attempted to close the door and himself stood blocking their path. But, when it reached his shoes, the living column neatly divided into two halves, which bypassed him on either side and nimbly streamed through the space under the door.

There was only one thing for Steklov, as a scientist, to do. He ran for his camera. 

He succeeded in getting one shot with the roaches in formation on the wall and watched as the insects, efficiently reforming into six-man columns disappeared into the vents. 

The developed photograph relatively clearly showed the roach formation, however because of Steklov’s emotional state and exhaustion the image was quite blurred and underexposed and, while sufficient to prove to Steklov himself that this was no dream, could not likewise convince the scientific community.

Does it have to be stated that Steklov’s subsequent interrogation of the neighbors yielded nothing? The mysterious colony of roaches had evidently gone to another building. Or perhaps they had begun to behave in a more circumspect way? This was the sad and senseless end of the encounter between two civilizations.

But it is vastly more interesting to attempt to reconstruct the roaches’ train of thought, which is what Steklov subsequently devoted himself to. Unlike him, the roaches had somehow understood that they were dealing with a rational being. They successfully circumvented all the traps, attempting not to attract attention to themselves and, thus, to settle the matter peacefully. Finally, understanding, that their position was hopeless, they made a brilliant decision, to stake everything on the two things they were sure of about humans, namely: that human beings are rational and that they have good vision (although how they learned the second, is a question in itself). Their calculation proved to be reliable. If they had tried to run away in a disorderly mass like unreasoning animals, many would have perished. But by demonstrating their powers of reason, their organization, they were counting on Steklov’s humanity, that is on a quality, that they themselves, most likely, do not possess. And this risk paid off. Steklov was ready to slaughter insects virtually with his bare hands but was not about to touch rational beings.
It must be acknowledged that this story does not show the human side in the best possible light. No, once Steklov had understood whom he was dealing with, he acted in an extremely worthy way, and this is fine. But… The roaches were the first to understand that their opponents were rational beings. They demonstrated a remarkably mental flexibility in their capacity to correctly understand the motives underlying the behavior of a being as alien to them, as a human being. And they made the first, and last, successful attempt at contact in this situation. We still know almost nothing about this civilization. Perhaps only that they, too, are familiar with the Pythagorean theorem… 

Humans! Look around you more carefully! Perhaps there is someone who has long been trying to attract your attention! Why go far afield? Perhaps, this is someone you recognize around you?

