Termsof Engagement by C. S. Friedman
C. S Friedman has published seven novels, including In Conquest Born, This Alien Shore, and the
Coldfiretrilogy. Her next novel, Feast of Souls, is slated for publication next March. Her first
appearance in our pages--one of her rare short works--is a sprightly story of the suspicion that
Ms. Friedman earned a Master's Degree from a university in the American south, but we're sure
that any similarities between her life and thisfiction end right there.

| made adeal with the roaches.

Mind you, it wasn't something | wanted to do. The way |'d been raised, bugs were something you talked
to through the business end of a can of Raid, and the language consisted of oneword: Die My parents
home had been hermetically sealed by window and door Experts, and any insect that mistook its
climate-controlled confines for suitable territory was quickly--and termindly--taught the error of itsways.
Houses were for humans, not insects.

Yes, | knew there were places where people didn't have the money or inclination to wage war so
successfully againgt the things that crept and dithered, the sameway | knew there were striped horsesin
Africaand creaturesin Austrdiathat carried their young in apouch. But those thingsweren't in my
world, you understand. In my world, the closest you ever came to a cockroach was watching an insect
documentary on PBS ... and when the commercia came on you got up and washed your hands anyway,
just because watching them made you fedl so creepy.

Then | moved to Georgia.

| wasin grad school then, and in grad school you don't get to livein ahermetically sealed environment.
You livein alittle gpartment carved out of an aging house that boasts of "great atmosphere” and
"proximity to the college" rather than thingslike "living space”’ and "working appliances.” Theliving room
wall may have had alittle hole cut into it, in which atiny air conditioner was placed in deference to
"yankeetagtes' (my southern friends al assured methat air conditioning was unhedthy), but its existence
was mostly for cosmetic purposes, asit couldn't handle the kind of heat the Georgia sun belts out. Next
door to the west would be a fraternity house, most likely, which meant an ancient mansion taken over by
beer-swilling college boys with the persona hygiene habits of asewer rat and the socid habitsof ... well,
let'sjust say the cockroaches loved it there. To the east would be asorority house, whose members
vaued the condition of their property abit more than the guys did, and maintained it by partying on the
dtreet in front of your apartment instead of at their own place, leaving enough trash behind to feed a

sx-legged army.

At night the cockroaches would come out and dance on the sdewalk. I'm not kidding. Y ou'd be walking
down the street your first night in town, looking straight ahead like yankees are taught to do (gottawatch
for muggerd), grateful that the blazing sun had st at last, when suddenly, squish! Y ou would look down,
wondering what the hell you had stepped on ... and you saw afew dozen roaches contemplating the
same question. They were dl over the sdewak when night fell, celebrating the pleasures of cool
concrete, or something like that, and you couldn't just ignore them or your shoes would be amess, so
you had to actudly watch them, every step of the way, dl the way home. Big onesand small ones,
sturdy aggressive ones and little shy ones... dl dancing around asif they werein Times Square and the
New Y ear's Eve ball had just dropped.

My friends assured me the big onesweren't redly roaches, but some other kind of insect instead. That
was supposed to make things better. | suppose when a creepy bug runs across your kitchen counter and
it'sthreeincheslong (I am not exaggerating) and it lookslike aroach and moveslike aroach, it helpsa
lot to tell yourself "Hey, it'sonly a pametto bug, calm down!" | mean, maybe there are some people who
find that kind of knowledge comforting, but in my book it'sin the same category as"daddy long legsian't



redly aspider.”
Pointis... you couldn't get away from them, no matter how hard you tried.

| had one of those little gpartments, complete with the air conditioner in aholein the wal. The hole might
have matched the air conditioner once, but years of vibrations and leaky drips had eaten away at the
plaster surrounding, until, if you crouched in front of it just right, you could see the sunlight shining through
on three sides of it. Highway for insects, to be sure. So | plastered that up, just like al the other grad
Students had done before me, but it didn't help much, because while you were closing up one hole there
was another one being eaten away at the corner of aback window, or through the back of acloset, or
somewhere else that cockroaches wanted to be.

It waswar, plain and smple.
Troublewas, | waslosing.

Oh, I'd started with all the best things an army can have: good spirit, excellent supplies, and asolid game
plan. | had roach trapsinside dl my kitchen cabinets and cans of Raid in easy reach in every room, and
after two months of particularly bad infestation | even got my landlord to spray the place down. All of
which just servesto breed better roaches. Think about it. The oneswho get caught in the traps are the
stupid oneswho can't tell "food" from "danger,” and you just took them out of the gene pool. The ones
the exterminator gets are the onesthat can't run away fast enough, or maybe they are too territorial to
know when abattle islost and they need to retreat and regroup in some other grad student's apartment.
Ditto the gene pool note for those guys. So the next generation, when it returns--and it will return--isless
likely to get caught in traps, lesslikely to be at home when the exterminator calls, and more likely to have
cousinswho comefor avisit when the gpartment next door is being sprayed.

If you'rethinking "you can't win" ... you'reright.

Did you know that roaches are one of the oldest forms of life on Earth? And that if Georgiawere hit with
anuclear bomb tomorrow, and the radiation was so hot that dl the humans died, the roaches would get
onjus fine?

All of which does not comfort you when it'sthree in the morning and you wake up because something
with six legs and antennae has decided your face isthe place it wantsto be.

| won't bore you with tales of al my many losing battles. They were the same battles that women have
fought since the beginning of time, and | lost them for the same reasons my cave-dwelling ancestors
probably lost them ten thousand years ago. Whatever you do to roaches, they figure it out and learn how
to work around you. And even if you manageto kill abunch of them off there are dways more, ready to
taketheir place.

Oneday | was at afriend'shouse. There were alot of people over, mostly grad students griping about
one class or another, and our host was doing something at the sink when helet out ayelp suddenly and
cdled usal over. We came running, but by then the thing hed seen was gone.

"They've adapted!" he cried, and he told us breathlesdy of apair of roaches held seen, with tranducent
shellsthat matched the formica. Y es, those creepy bastards had finally bred a variation that allowed
them to match kitchen counters, making them dl but invisiblein amodern urban environment! It was
Dawinian evolution in action, and we were dl pretty damn awed by it.

Y ou know what was creepiest about that moment, in retrogpect? That not one of us doubted it had
happened! Not one of us doubted that roaches were indeed adaptable enough to evolve adick change



likethat, and doit in timeto cash in on current countertop fashions, before the colors al changed and
they were visble again. But in fact they hadn't donethat, | found out later. It turns out that when roaches
arefirgt born they have naturally trand ucent shellsfor about amonth, that darken asthey harden later.
But did we ask back then if that was possible? No. Did we harbor any doubt that the roaches had done
what my friend claimed, and developed a new wegpon in the eternal war for kitchen dominance? Of
course not. Roaches might be our enemy, but they were arespected enemy, and we did not kid
oursalves one iotaabout their cgpacity to innovate, geneticaly or otherwise,

That night | made adeal with the roachesin my apartment. Thet is, | offered them adeal. Since I'd spent
the better part of two yearskilling them, they were understandably wary of sending anyone out to parley
with me, but | went into the kitchen where | knew most of them were hiding and | told them my plans
loud enough for dl to hear. | figured they'd let me know if it was acceptable or not.

"Look guys," | said. "'l can't stand you being here, and you're obvioudy not going to leave no matter how
many times | spray the place, so weve hit akind of stalemate. I'm betting you don't like this Situation any
morethan | do. So I'm going to offer you acompromise. Y ou can livein my apartment al you want, you
can eat al thefood you can find that's out in the open, when the lights go off ... but | don't want to see
you. Doesthat sound fair?"

| listened for aminute, and there were no roaches telling me | was being unreasonable, so | went on.
"Herésthe ded, guys. Every room | go into, I'm gonnaturn on the light first. No more of me wandering
around inthe dark; you'll dl havefair warning that I'm coming. When you see that light, you go running
for cover. And anyone who's out of sight by thetime | arriveis safe. | won't set traps for them, | won't
gporay their homes, nothing. Therest ... therest arefair game.”

It was adevious plan, and I'm not sure the roaches fully grasped its brilliance. Y ou see, not only was|
offering to spare those roaches whose behavior was suitably discreet, 1'd be breeding their good habits
into the swarm. By killing only those who stayed out when the lightswere on, I'd be giving the
reproductive advantage to those who ingtinctively ducked for cover right away. Eventualy 1'd have bred
inthat quality to the local population asawhole, and voil! 1'd never have to see another roach again.

Dawin was agenius, wasn't he?

"Oh," | added, as| left the kitchen (turning out the light as | did o), "stay out of the bedroom too, would
you?" | didn't offer aded to cover that but | thought they might be willing to throw it in, good faith
gesture and dl that.

| should note at this point that my boyfriend thought | wasaraving loon. That isn't quite asjudgmentd as
it sounds, since on anorma day he didn't think | was exactly aposter child for rational thinking. That's
because he was a business mgjor, and anything that could not be graphed out on a chart or broken down
into a gpreadsheet format was, for him, not worth paying attention to. Since | was an artist, that included
most of my life. So he spent most of histime with metrying not to express what he really thought about
my profession, which was dl right because at least he tried. What more could you ask out of a poor
business mgjor? The sex was pretty good, at least. That made up for alot.

But thiswas evidently too much for him. " You made a deal with the roaches?'
"It'san experiment in natural salection,” | tried to explain. Y ou see, Darwinian theory--"

But he wasn't having any of it. He lectured mefor half an hour on the craziness of trying to make dedl's
with insects, which made mewonder if the sex wasredly that good, after dl. | mean, even an artist has
her limits. He came one step short of saying | was crazy enough to be committed, but only just one step.
Listening to him rage, | wondered what the roaches thought of it al, from their hidden spotsin the



kitchen. God knows he was ranting loudly enough for every roach in the apartment complex to hear him.

Could | actualy dter aspeciesto suit my needs? Was the mere thought of doing so the ultimate in hubris,
or smply my own adaptation to our shared environmenta problem? If the roachesin my gpartment came
to bear agenetic predigpostion to "play by therules™ might they, in their romantic daliances with
neighboring roaches, pass the lesson on? My friends were fascinated by these and other questions, and
demanded daily dispatches from me on how things were going in the War Zone. One even expressed
regret that he had not studied my roach population before my experiment began, so that he could usethe
results as part of his master'sthesis.

Andthenewswas ... it wasworking. Sure, it wasweird for me at first, reaching into the bathroom to
flick onthelight afull minute before | looked insde. And sureit was messy at first, with dl the roaches
that hadn't gotten with the program needing to be dispatched before anything €l se was done. Sometimes
in the middle of the night you just want to do your business and go back to bed, you know? But damn it
al if after afew weeksthere weren't fewer and fewer roachesto kill. | knew | hadn't gotten them al, so it
had to be that the rest were learning the house rules. Maybe they would teach their young, and help the
Dawinian thing dong.

My boyfriend still thought | was aloon. In fact, the better my experiment was proceeding, the more upset
he seemed to get about it. "Y ou're obsessed with the damn roaches!" he accused, in atone of voice that
madeit clear the real crimewasthat | was not obsessed enough with him. "Do you redlly think they give
adamn about this'treaty’ you have with them?' He even got mad at me for leaving the bathroom light on
when hewas deeping at my place. But | knew he wouldn't respect my deal with the roaches enough to
turnit on himsef, and | didn't want any of my well-trained little roommates being trapped in the spotlight
when they hadn't had fair warning. How could | expect al their people to respect our dedl, if my people
didn't?

One night we had aredly big fight. I'd gone amonth without seeing asingle roach anywhere, and, well, it
was ahig dedl. People who love you are supposed to share your triumphs, right? Or at least pretend
they do? But he just got angrier than ever and went off on atirade about how anyone whose life revolved
around the learning curve of roaches (he said it that way, "learning curve," asif it was some businessthing
he'd charted out) maybe didn't belong in hislife. So | yelled back, and then | cried, and hefinally stopped
ydling a me but he didn't cry, and findly we made up. Sorta. We had sex anyway. But therésonly so
many times sex can fix abroken relationship, and | felt somewherein the middle of it likewed just

passed that point.

It was an oppressively hot night, and the little air conditioner in the living room wall was gamely doing its
best, but it was along stretch between there and the bedroom, and in the summertime cool air only gets
so far before the Georgia humidity beatsit to death. | tossed and turned and | guess| finaly woke him
up, because he whispered to me, Y ou okay, babe? Y ou need anything?' Y ou could tell from histone of
voice hefdt alittle guilty about the fight we'd had, which wasfine by me.

"Just hot,” | said. It would have been alot cooler without someone esein the bed, but that wasn't the
kind of thing you said out loud. "Could you get me aglass of water, maybe?"

He nodded and got up to do it. | heard him pad hisway to the kitchen in the darkness. For a brief
moment | thought | should remind him about the lights, and then | thought, screw him. He didn't respect
my deal with the roaches, let him trip over afew in the dark. Maybe then held gppreciate what | had
accomplished and respect the rules of the house.

The bed was alot cooler without himinit. I found aspot in the middle without any body heset at dl and
snuggledintoit. In the distance | heard the fridge door open and the ice tray crackling as he broke the



cubes gpart. Ice. Good thought. | could amost forgive him, for bringing meice. Then therewas abig
thump, which | thought at first was the fridge door closing, but it redly wasn't likethet at dl ... and then
Slence.

"Hey!" No answer. | cdled hisname. Still no answer. There was an odd scraping sound then, and the
glassy tinkling of ice cubes hitting each other. So he was till moving around in there, anyway. "Y ou
okay?' It redly wasdark. | shouldn't have let him fed hisway in there without some kind of light.

He knew where the light switch was. He wanted to prove a point.

Findly he had just been gonetoo long for comfort. | got up from bed myself and went to the doorway,
did my hand around the doorjamb and flicked on the hdl light. Counted to ten. Then | walked down the
empty hal to my kitchen. It was quiet now, but | could see even from around the corner that held |eft the
fridge door open. | did my hand around the corner and turned on that light, then counted to ten. Then
entered.

All quiet.
No boyfriend.

There wereice cubes on the floor. They were aready starting to melt. Some of the water had been
dragged in little trails across the linoleum, to a place right under the sink. The cabinet doorsthere were
partly open, as though someone had been getting something out of it when he wasinterrupted.

Or been putting something in.

| just stared at it for afew minutes and then walked very dowly to where the open cabinet was. | didn't
keep anything under there asarule, so there wasn't really any reason a person should have to ook
insde. No reason at dl. | considered the open doors for amoment and then reached out and shut them
both. It was easy for a person to do. Would have been harder for bugs to manage those big, heavy
doors... especidly if their little hands were aready being used for something else.

| guessmaybe | could have done something el se instead. Screamed my head off, maybe, or caled in the
exterminators, or turned on al the lightsin the house and then transferred to some other collegefar, far
away, where | never had to look at a Georgia cockroach again. Something like that. But | had told them
they could have any food they found, when the lights were off. And they were staying out of the
bedroom, just like I'd asked them to.

The bed had cooled off abit by thetime | got back to it, which was something, anyway. | lay in bed for a
while ligening to the sillence, and then dowly drifted off to deep.

It'saways easer to degp alonein the summer.



