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About This Book
Hey guys, Paola here! An octopus is the smartest, sneakiest, most fascinating pet you will probably ever meet, and also one of the hardest to keep well. This book is honest about all of it: the short life, the escape artist tricks, the cold water, the live crabs and the real costs, so you can decide if you are ready before an octopus ever comes home. And yes, there are a few jokes. Eight arms deserve at least eight laughs.
Pet Octopus Care
[image: California two-spot octopus wrapping its arms around a clear puzzle jar in a home aquarium]A brilliant, short-lived pet that needs a keeper who is ready.Inside this book: Short lives and expert-level care, whether to keep one at all, choosing a species and where to buy, brains and enrichment, why octopuses live alone, the right tank, escape-proofing, no copper ever, ink and filtration, the 3-month cycling wait, water numbers, keeping a bimac cool, what and how much to feed, acclimation, getting to know your octopus, escapes, real costs, the end of life and a daily and weekly checklist.
CHAPTER 1
Octopuses Are Expert-Level and Don't Live Long
Words you'll see in this book
Cephalopod: The group octopuses belong to, with squid and cuttlefish.
Semelparous: An animal that breeds only once in its life.
Senescence: The fast, final decline at the end of an octopus's life.
Bimac: The California two-spot octopus, the species most often kept at home. Needs cool water.
Dwarf octopus: A small tropical species, such as the Caribbean dwarf. Short-lived and active at night.
Enrichment: Puzzles and new objects that keep a smart animal busy.
Hemocyanin: The copper-based pigment in octopus blood.
Copper: A fish medicine and metal that is deadly to octopuses.
Ink: The dark cloud an octopus squirts when scared.
Protein skimmer: A machine that foams waste (and ink) out of the water.
Chiller: A unit that cools the water, needed for most bimacs.
Species-only tank: A tank with just the octopus in it.
An Expert-Level Pet
Fun fact: an octopus has three hearts. Fair warning: by the end of this book, it may have stolen yours too. Octopuses are among the smartest animals without a backbone (invertebrates) on earth, and they are also one of the hardest pets to keep well. This is an expert-level pet, not a first pet. It needs a mature saltwater tank that is already running smoothly, a tank lid that can't be opened from the inside, cool and very clean water, daily live or fresh food, and a keeper who checks everything every single day. If you have never kept a saltwater tank, the honest advice is to keep a fish-only saltwater tank for a year or so first. You will make your beginner mistakes on fish, not on an animal that can't be replaced.
[image: Small octopus resting in a large shell den in a home aquarium]A short life, so every day counts.They Breed Once, Then Decline
Popular pet species, such as the California two-spot octopus, live fast and grow fast. They go from tiny hatchlings to full-sized, clever adults in well under a year. Octopuses breed only once in their life (they are semelparous). After breeding, or at the natural end of their life, they go into a fast decline called senescence that can't be reversed. Nothing you did caused it, and nothing you can do will stop it. Chapter 19 explains it kindly and shows how to help your octopus through it.
[image: Diagram: Octopuses Are Expert-Level and Don't Live Long. 1. Octopuses are an expert-level pet: a mature saltwater tank and daily checks come first. 2. A pet octopus usually lives about 1 to 2 years, and dwarf species often a year or less, even with perfect care. 3. Octopuses breed once and then enter senescence, a decline that can't be reversed, so buy young and make every day count.]Know What You're Signing Up For
A pet octopus usually lives about 1 to 2 years in total, and the small dwarf species often live a year or less. That is true even with perfect care. So you will spend a lot on a secure tank and strong filtration for a short time together. Knowing that, focus on giving it something to explore and solve every day. Your goal is careful daily care that makes its short life as good as it can be.
Buy Young
With such a short life, the age at purchase really matters. Ask the seller how old the animal is. Captive-bred octopuses often come with a hatch date. A young animal gives you the most time together. An adult that is already near the end of its life may decline within weeks, which is heartbreaking for a new keeper. Chapter 3 covers where to buy.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
	Octopuses are an expert-level pet: a mature saltwater tank and daily checks come first.
	A pet octopus usually lives about 1 to 2 years, and dwarf species often a year or less, even with perfect care.
	Octopuses breed once and then enter senescence, a decline that can't be reversed, so buy young and make every day count.


CHAPTER 2
Is Keeping an Octopus the Right Thing to Do?
A Smart Animal in Your Care
Before you go octopus shopping, it's time for the big talk. Not the birds and the bees: the eight arms and the big brain. Octopuses solve problems, react strongly to stress and likely feel pain, and can tell people apart. That raises serious questions about keeping them in tanks. As their keeper, you owe them real enrichment every day. You also owe them clean, stable water, a dark and quiet den, and enough space so they don't suffer. If you cannot promise those things for a year or two, an octopus is not the right pet for you right now, and that is a perfectly good answer.
The Short-Life Trade-Off
Their short lives make this harder. Most pet octopuses live only about 1 to 2 years, and dwarfs often less. Weigh the joy and learning of watching an octopus against the stress of catching it in the ocean and shipping it. To reduce that harm, choose captive-bred animals from responsible breeders over wild-caught ones whenever you can. Wild-caught octopuses also tend to arrive stressed, with unknown age and sometimes hidden illness.
Can You Say Yes to All of These?
Run through this list honestly. Can you afford a setup that costs thousands of dollars (Chapter 18)? Do you have a quiet spot for a tank that can weigh several hundred pounds? Can you check the lid, the water and the temperature every day, including holidays? Do you have a trusted sitter for trips? Is an adult in your home on board, and will they take over if you can't? Will you be able to cope with losing the animal within a couple of years? If any answer is no, wait, or choose a different pet.
[image: Diagram: Is Keeping an Octopus the Right Thing to Do?. 1. Octopuses are smart and feel stress, so keeping one is a big job with real obligations. 2. Choose captive-bred animals when you can, check your local laws, and line up a vet or expert before you buy. 3. If you can't keep an octopus, rehome it carefully and never release it into the wild or a drain.]Check Your Laws and Find Help Early
Some states and countries restrict keeping or importing octopuses, so check with your state wildlife or fish agency before you buy. Also find help before you need it. Few vets treat octopuses. Before you buy, call aquatic or exotic animal vets, a local reef club, or a public aquarium and ask who they would call for a sick octopus. Write down the name and number. If nobody in your area can help, that is useful information too.
If You Can't Keep It Anymore
If you can't keep yours, rehome it through a fish store, a reef club or a friend with a proper octopus setup. Never release it into the ocean, a stream or a drain. A tank-raised or non-native animal can spread disease or die slowly. Respecting the animal means knowing when to say no.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
	Octopuses are smart and feel stress, so keeping one is a big job with real obligations.
	Choose captive-bred animals when you can, check your local laws, and line up a vet or expert before you buy.
	If you can't keep an octopus, rehome it carefully and never release it into the wild or a drain.


CHAPTER 3
Choosing a Species and Where to Buy
The California Two-Spot Octopus
Choosing your octopus is like picking a roommate: one wants the air conditioning cranked, and the other only comes out at night. The right species is the most important choice you will make. The California two-spot octopus (Octopus bimaculoides), or bimac, is the usual beginner species. Keepers like its manageable size, its hardiness, the shimmering blue spot under each eye, and the fact that it is sometimes available captive-bred. It comes from cooler Pacific water, so it needs about 65 to 72 degrees F (18 to 22 degrees C), cooler than a tropical reef tank. In a warm room, that usually means a chiller (a unit that cools the water).
[image: California two-spot octopus and a tiny Caribbean dwarf octopus in two separate aquariums]Bimac or Caribbean dwarf: two very different pets.Caribbean Dwarf Octopuses
If you'd rather not run a chiller, there are small tropical species. The Caribbean dwarf octopus (Octopus mercatoris) does well at normal tropical temperatures, about 76 to 80 degrees F (24 to 27 degrees C). Dwarfs are small and need much less space than a two-spot, but they often live a year or less and are night animals that spend the day deep in the rockwork, so you may not see much of them. Octopus briareus is a different, larger species, the Caribbean reef octopus, and needs a much bigger tank.
Species That Are Never Kept
Never keep a blue-ringed octopus (Hapalochlaena species). It is left out of this book on purpose. Its tiny bite carries a deadly venom (tetrodotoxin), and the bite can be nearly painless, so a person may not realize what happened. The venom can stop your breathing within minutes, and there is no antidote. Even handling the tank, tools or water is a risk. A pet that can kill its keeper does not belong in a home, and this book will never teach how to keep one. Also avoid very large species, such as the giant Pacific octopus, which no home tank can house. Some octopuses sold as mystery animals are wrongly labeled, so only buy from sellers who name the exact species.
[image: Diagram: Choosing a Species and Where to Buy. 1. The bimac is the usual beginner species and needs cool water, about 65 to 72 degrees F. 2. Caribbean dwarfs live in warm tropical water and need less space, but often live a year or less. 3. Never keep a blue-ringed octopus: its venom can stop breathing, there is no antidote, and it is never part of this book.]Where to Buy and What to Ask
Look for a captive-bred bimac or dwarf from a breeder or a store that can show you where the animal came from. Ask for the species name, the hatch date, the feeding history and proof the seller is legal where you live. Be careful with wild-caught adults, especially females. A female collected from the sea may already have mated and could lay eggs soon, then decline. These eggs are usually not a good sign for a long life. Never collect an octopus yourself from a beach tide pool. In many places that is illegal without a permit, and it takes a wild animal that you cannot care for properly.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
	The bimac is the usual beginner species and needs cool water, about 65 to 72 degrees F.
	Caribbean dwarfs live in warm tropical water and need less space, but often live a year or less.
	Never keep a blue-ringed octopus: its venom can stop breathing, there is no antidote, and it is never part of this book.
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