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It was warm in the back of the third-grade classroom, hot in the glare of the Sun through the windows and starting to get muggy and smell like bored kids.
Miss Barstow kept droning on about something or other up at the front of the room. Billy�s attention wandered with his gaze, through the windows and out to the playing fields, crisp and green in the afternoon Sun. He could feel its warmth on his back, there at the plate.
�William! How would you arrive at the answer?�
Billy�s attention snapped back to the front of the room. Maybe she meant Billy Farlini?
No such luck. She was looking right at him. All that was on the board was �3 Apples� and �2 Boys� and a question mark. Stall.
�The question was, Master Phillips, how can we fairly divide three apples among two boys?�
Oops. She�s using last names and �we.� Trouble. Why is it that she gets to use my first name when she�s feeling good about us and last names when she�s not? We only ever get to use her last name. I guess that says what she wants us to think about her. Never mind. If it�s three equal apples and two friendly boys, I just split one in half but she didn�t say that. Split �em all in half�but that�s only three cuts so who does the cuts? One guy has the advantage. Split �em all in quarters and that�s six cuts�that�s it! Like Farlini in the lunchroom.
He stood up at his desk. �Miss Barstow, I would let the first boy cut the first apple, then the second boy cut the second apple, then the first boy cut the third apple, then the second boy gets to cut the first apple again...�
�No, Master Phillips, that is wrong.�
Snickers in the front row. Somebody made a fart noise, probably Farlini, and then a lot of kids laughed out loud. Bigger trouble; she hated it when the class got out of control. Billy felt himself blush.
She ignored the outburst. �We simply divide three apples by two boys to get one and one-half apples per boy. We give each boy one whole apple, then split the third apple in half and give one half to each. That is the correct way.�
Maybe you, thought Billy, but not we. That�s the simplest way, but it�s not �fairly.�
Billy swallowed his protest but not before it showed on his face. Miss Barstow�s eyes narrowed for just an instant. She used her best neutral tone and said, �William, please see me after class. You may be seated.�
Billy sank back down into his seat, bright red now and angry. He half heard more snickers from around the room and as Miss Barstow turned back to the board to set up another problem, he felt something splat land on the back of his head. Spitball. He quietly ripped a little piece of paper out of his notebook so he could wipe it off. As he did so, Farlini hissed �Yo, stoo-pid! Geek face!� from his spot in the last row, two seats back and one over.
The rest of the class was mercifully short. Billy was lost in his slowly cooling anger, oblivious to everything outside the top of his desk. He drew a square, then an off-center line through the square, then another line at right angles to the first. He did the same thing with a circle. He drew the pair of figures again, then again, each time varying the position of the first line and the angle of the second. �Sure this will work,� he thought. When he had a page full of marked-up circles and squares, he went back and started coloring in every other segment. Before he had finished, the bell rang. The classroom emptied quickly; Billy walked slowly to the front and presented himself at his teacher�s desk.
�William, do you understand what happened today?
No, not really. �Yes, Miss Barstow. I got the wrong answer.�
�No, William, that is not really the problem. The problem is that your answer was not just wrong, it was,� she tsked, �provocative. You tried to be different so that the other students would pay attention to you. That disrupts the class. That wastes my time and the time of all of the other students and that is not fair. Do you understand?�
Not really, Miss Barstow. �I�m sorry, Miss Barstow.�
�William, please take this note to your father. I expect you to go home directly and to deliver it to him now.� She tore a bright yellow form off a pad on her desk, filled it in and handed it to him. He glanced at it and recognized the standard read-your-mail form:

To: Mr. Phillips. Please check your e-mail after 6:00 p.m. today for a message from Miss Barstow. There is a matter of some concern about your child�s educational progress.


He carefully folded it, pushed it in his shirt pocket, and turned to leave.
�William,� she said, more softly than before.
He turned back. �Yes, Miss Barstow?�
�William, I want you to know that I am not angry with you. Really. I am a little worried. Since your mother�s passing�� she stopped.
Billy stiffened a little. �You mean since my Mom was killed.� Dad didn�t like what he called beating around the bush. �She didn�t pass away or pass on,� he would say. �She didn�t even properly die. She was killed. We can�t let people pretend otherwise.�
Barstow was familiar with the family�s attitude but still uncomfortable with it. �Yes,� she said, �since your mother was,� she forced the word, �killed. I know it must be hard. I know you must feel different from the other children. But it�s better to be like all of the others. Your parents picked this school for you, a traditional school, so that you could learn traditional values and discipline. Our country�s most important traditional value is equality. That means everyone tries to be the same. When you try to be different, that�s not equality. Do you see?�
Billy stood unmoving as she spoke, watching her as only an eight-year-old can. �Funny,� he thought, �she looks a lot like Mom but doesn�t talk like her at all.� Knowing that some kind of response was expected, he simply nodded and said, �I�ll try, Miss Barstow.�
Home was only six blocks from school�four over, two to the left, turn right and up to the front door. Navigation was automatic and as he came to the last half-block, Billy�s spirits were back to normal. The day was still bright and crisp, the Sun still well up so he might be able to deliver the note and get back to the ball field. As he came to the last half-block, he started to play one his favorite private games with the frost-heaved paving squares.
The flood waters were up and the ice floes were jammed precariously between his boat and the base camp. One floe tilted this way, the next another way. They�re all smooth on top, but different sizes underneath and packed together oh so delicately. Step too far to the high side or too far to the low side and the whole pack will break apart. Got to step on just the right spot so the floe goes straight down, no twisting, and I can get safe to the base camp.
Feeling perfectly balanced, effortless, Billy put one foot on just the right place on this floe, then jumped with just enough force to land at just the right place on the next. He worked his way down to the end of the block and landed on the flat new paving block at the corner. �Yaay! Base camp! Made it!� he cheered to himself and turned right on the last stretch to his home.
Up ahead he saw his brother Jim�s car in the driveway. All thoughts of Arctic perils vanished in a big grin at the unexpected visit. A rocket now, he zoomed past the neighbor�s house at the corner, banked tight up his own front walk, and boomed through the front door.

Dad and Jim sat in the wingbacks in the front room, deep in conversation when Billy made his entrance. They both looked up and Jim crouched just in time to catch the impact of rocket Billy in a big hug.
�Mister Bill! Mister Bill! Look out, Mister Bill!� Jim absolutely, always said that in a high squeaky voice every time he saw Billy. Billy didn�t get it, not really, but he didn�t care. It made him feel good and Dad always chuckled when he heard it.
�What�s shakin�, Mister Bill?� asked Jim. �How are you, kiddo?�
�I got up to level two on the chess thing and I finished that book and I found the place where you said I could download more and I struck out Bates and� what�s that?�
Billy stooped to look at the thing on the coffee table. It was a rectangular box, about the size of a small book; maybe a little thicker. It had what looked like a small lens in the center of the side that was facing up and there were four unmarked jacks on the thing, lined up below the lens like bared teeth. The whole thing had a handmade but professional appearance.
�That, Mister Bill, is a failed experiment. We were just talking about it when you came in.�
�What�s it do?�
�It�s supposed to be a kind of assistant for people at work. It remembers phone numbers, and names and when you�re supposed to do things, and where you put stuff�things like that.�
�How�s it work?�
�You should be able to just hang it up where it can see you and it watches and listens to what you do at work. It�s supposed to figure out what�s important and remember it so if you want to know somebody�s phone number or address later on, you don�t have to look it up. You just ask the box.�
�Neat. So what�s wrong with it?�
�I don�t know. It starts out all right but then it seems like after a while it forgets stuff. Well, not really forgets stuff but matches things up in a weird way. We had this one on test in one guy�s office for about three weeks. One day he asked it to call his mother and it called the vice president, so we pulled the plug.�
�So it gets the wrong answers.�
�In a nutshell.�
�Huh.�
Speaking of wrong answers reminded Billy of the incident with Miss Barstow and of the note. He rummaged around in his pockets until he found it and pulled it out. Dad and Jim recognized the form.
�Uh-oh, Mister Bill,� said Jim in that squeaky voice. �Watch out for that steamroller!�
�Miss Barstow, again?� asked Dad and held out his hand for the paper.
�Uh-huh,� said Billy and passed it over to him. Dad glanced at the form, then at his watch, and passed the note to Jim.
�We�ve got at least an hour yet. Let�s go make dinner while you tell me about it,� said Dad.
Dad and Jim moved around the kitchen with the ease of long practice. Billy sat at one end of the kitchen table and doodled squares and circles on the top with his finger as he spoke. �See, it all started at lunchtime with Billy Farlini,� he said. �I had peanut butter and he had cheese and he doesn�t like cheese so he threw out his cheese and then he wanted my peanut butter.�
�Oh?� Dad turned from his work at the counter. �Did he steal yours?�
�No. Nothing like that. He wanted me to share, he said. That was OK with me �cause I had other stuff anyway. So, I did this share thing, you know? Where you let one guy cut and then the other guy picks? So I let him cut and he did it way off to one side so there was a real big piece and a real little piece and then he just sort of looked at me and I knew I better take the little piece or there really would be trouble.�
�So he got the big piece? Then what?� asked Dad.
�Like I said, I had other stuff so it was OK. Well, not OK but not so bad; and anyway right about then Miss Bongaro came in and sat at our table and she started talking with all the kids so Farlini got all nice the way he does when there�s a teacher around. So there wasn�t any trouble.�
�So where does Miss Barstow come in?�
�Well, later, in class, Miss Barstow asked how to divide three apples for two guys.� He drew three circles on the table with his finger. �And then I remembered Billy Farlini in the lunchroom and how cut and share didn�t work and I thought, well, the problem there was that there were two guys and one cut. But if each guy got a cut and then they took turns choosing then it would be fair. You know, like if Farlini cut first and then I got to cut where I want and then he chose a piece and then I chose and like that. So I was thinking of that and I thought that�s what she meant when she said �fairly.� And then I thought, well, if there�s three apples and two guys and each guy gets one cut, then that doesn�t work �cause there�s an apple left over. And if each guy gets two cuts that could work except the pieces are always different sizes and you don�t know if the apples are the same. But if each guy gets three cuts and it�s two cuts on each apple then that should work out fair. I think.�
By this time, Jim was sitting at the other end of the table doodling his own set of circles and slashes with his finger. Dad stood staring at Billy�s side of the table, visualizing the boy�s method.
�That�s pretty sharp, Mister Bill,� said Jim.
�It sure is. That�s a clever solution, Billy,� said Dad. �So where�s the note come in?�
�Well, Miss Barstow said it was wrong. She said you just cut one apple in half and give each guy a whole apple and a half apple. But I still don�t get it. It�s not �fairly.� �
Jim laughed. �That�s just what I ordered; it�s not what I want.� he said. Then Dad laughed too.
�Huh?� said Billy.
�It�s OK, Mister Bill. It�s a saying at my company. When somebody wants a special program or a special computer they usually go to a lot of trouble telling us exactly how they want it to work. If we give them exactly what they order, then a lot of the time they come back and tell us it�s not the right thing. If we want to get it right the first time, we have to figure out what people mean, not what they say. Computers are easy. People are hard.�
�But Billy, that still doesn�t explain the note,� said Dad.
�Yeah. See, I didn�t give my answer quick enough, I guess, so maybe it sounded funny or something and then Billy Farlini made a fart noise and everybody laughed. Miss Barstow thought it was my fault, I guess, so that�s why she sent the note.�
�Ah,� said Dad, and turned back to the food.
After dinner, the three went back to the front room. Dad looked at his watch and said, �I should go see if that message arrived,� and went up the stairs. Billy went straight to the box on the table.
�Can I touch it?� he asked Jim.
Jim sat on the floor next to the table. �Sure,� he said. �Better than that, you get to keep it for a while if you want. I was talking with Dad about it before you came home and we agreed that you�re the best man for the next part of this project.�
�Neat!� said Billy and grabbed the box. He sat down on the floor, facing his brother, and turned the box over in his hands. �What do I have to do?�
Jim smiled, �I�ll get to that.� He leaned over and started pointing to features on the box. �Here, I�ll show you how it works. This thing is a status light, this lens is the eye, and these two little grilles up here on the corners are microphones. This grille down here is a speaker.� He sat back. �If you�re in your own room or office, you just set it on the desk or on a shelf somewhere where it can see and hear you. After a while it�s supposed to learn enough about you so that it can help out.�
Jim pulled a small zippered pouch from under the table and opened it. He took out a small flat box with two plugs sticking out the back, a thing that looked like a small hearing aid, and a pair of matte lapel pins with oversize studs. They all had the same handmade look as the box.
�Now these are for when you go out. You plug this in here,� he fit the smaller box across the bottom of the larger one, covering two of the four jacks. �The speaker and microphones turn off and you use these instead. That way it doesn�t bother anybody. Put this in your ear and these two pins are the microphones. Just pin them on your lapels or on your shirt or something and the box can still hear even if it�s in a drawer or your briefcase or somewhere.
�But if it�s in a drawer, then it can�t see, can it?�
�Good man, Mister Bill. That�s right. It can�t. We can run wireless audio out to about fifty meters but video�s harder. This third jack here is for the remote camera, but we don�t have one yet. In fact, that�s one of the things Dad�s working on.�
�So what�s the fourth jack for?�
�Your computer. The box can watch what you�re working on, remember what you put where and answer questions about it. For now, that�s just a plain old cable hookup.�
�Neat.� He turned the box around in his hands and looked into the camera lens. �So what do you want me to do?�
�Just keep it around and let it watch and listen. Every so often I check on it to see what it learned and how it learned it.�
Billy looked puzzled. �You mean you want me to teach it stuff? What do you want me to teach it?�
�Anything you want, really. You don�t have to do anything special, if you don�t want to. Just let it watch and listen.� Jim straightened. �I�m mostly interested in what it decides to remember so I can figure out how it did it.�
Billy set the box on the floor between them. �Anything? I can teach it anything at all?� Jim nodded.
Billy could see the possibilities. Phillips. Bill Phillips. Master spy. Casual, catlike, he walks down the darkened street and crouches at the alley entrance. �Keep your eye out,� he whispers and sets the box down in the corner. He glides quickly to the steel door a hundred feet away. He crouches by the lock, quickly unfastens one lapel mike and holds it to the door. Gracefully, artfully, he touches a slender pick to the lock and whispers, �Tell me when it�s open.� But then, �Commander!� hisses the voice in his earphone, �someone�s coming!� �How much time do I have� um� uh.�
�Does it have a name?�
�Funny you should ask, Mister Bill. Our psych people worked out three different personalities and named them after butlers: Bunter, Lugg, and Jeeves. This one�s loaded up with Bunter.�
�Can I talk to him?�
Dad started back down the stairs with a sour look.
�Sure, but I think we�ll have to do that later, Mister Bill. Right now, it looks like Dad�s got some news about that note.� He put the equipment back on the table. �So what�s the story, Dad?�
Dad sank back into one of the chairs. �About what I expected. She�s on record noting Billy as a disruptive influence. That forces me to acknowledge. I�ll write something back when I cool down; I don�t know whether in protest or appeasement.� He looked at Billy for a long moment. �Billy, this really doesn�t have anything to do with you. You really didn�t do anything wrong and nobody thinks you�re a bad kid. Probably not even Miss Barstow. There are all kinds of things going on at your school that have nothing to do with school.� He leaned forward. �Look. If you get called out again like that, the safest thing to do is just apologize. You know, �I�m sorry, Miss Barstow. I don�t understand.� Then follow her lead and let it go at that.�
Jim glanced at Billy then bit his lip and looked at Dad with lowered brows. Dad ignored him. �Got any homework, Billy?�
�Yeah. Some. Not much.� Dad said it wasn�t a big deal but it sure felt like it was getting to be one, somehow.
�Well, you know the drill. Why don�t you go on upstairs and do it, then you can talk to Jim some more later on.�
�OK.� Billy grabbed his bag and headed for the stairs. �Jim,� he said, �don�t go away. Remember, you said I could talk to, uh, what did you say the name was?�
�Bunter.�
�Bunter. Right. Remember, you said I could talk to Bunter.�
�We�ll be right here, Mister Bill. See you later.�

When Jim felt sure that Billy was in his room and could not hear, he turned to his father. �Dad,� he said, �what got into you? What do you mean apologize? Mister Bill had a great solution to that problem. He just overdid it, that�s all, and that Barstow woman wasn�t bright enough to see it. Why don�t you complain about her to her boss? What�s the kid got to apologize for?�
�It�s not that simple, Jim. If she really thought he was wrong or slow she would have sent an academic notice. There�s no crime attached to that in the Trad schools. The worst that could happen is that Billy would get left back or wind up in remedial. She didn�t do that. She specifically mentioned �disruptive behavior.� In the Trads, that�s a strike, and you never really know what the count is going to be for an out.�
�So protest! The kid didn�t do anything, did he?�
�I doubt it. When Billy gets bored with the reality around him, he just makes up one he likes better in his head. I can�t imagine him disrupting anything, but that�s not the point. She says he did and I would have to prove that he didn�t.�
�Guilty until proven innocent. What is this, old Russia?�
Dad shrugged. �No, it�s America under the Party. That�s more like England under Cromwell than Russia under Stalin. Without the cheap vodka to forget about it all.�
�Come on, Dad. You sound like some kind of sixties hippie radical.�
�Well, I am. Still. Mostly. But don�t you go pointing fingers�who used the word �protest�?�
�You know what I mean. She�s picking on him.�
�I don�t think so. She either really thinks he is disruptive, by her lights, or she thinks he might become disruptive and she�s just protecting herself.�
�How do you figure that?�
�It�s the way evaluations and pay are handled these days. Every fall, every teacher is evaluated three ways: by the lead teacher or �principal,� by the outcome of a comprehensive exam of students from the previous year, and by the parents of the students from the previous year. It�s insidious.�
Jim paused. �That doesn�t sound so bad. But I�m trying to think and I don�t remember when that started.�
�About four or five years ago, when you weren�t looking. Neither was anyone else.�
�Maybe I wasn�t paying attention, but it just sounds like performance evaluations. What�s wrong with that? I use them myself.�
�Sure you do. And it makes sense for your business. Let me ask you this. Suppose you get in a bad batch of chips. One of your people catches the problem before the parts get into the system. How do you rate him?�
�Good. He�s doing exactly what he�s supposed to do. He gets rewarded.�
�OK. Now suppose the vendor of those chips is your majority stockholder. He says put them through or lose your job.�
�I would never�some of those machines are�lives depend on some of those machines. I�d sell my own stock and quit first.�
�I guess you would; I raised you better than that. But just suppose. The vendor gets paid, your job�s secure for a while, but you have to override the inspector. There�s the tricky part. If somebody gets hurt and it becomes public, who gets the shaft? You and the vendor shut up and stick together, he fingers one of his inspectors, you finger one of yours, insurance handles a few claims and there you are.�
Jim didn�t take long to consider this. �But that�s illegal. It�s fraud. It could even be racketeering!�
�Says who? Those two inspectors? Sour grapes. They can�t prove anything. Besides, if you�re smart you found them nice featherbeds with some other vendor who owes you or might want you to owe him. If they want to stay in their featherbeds, all they have to say is, �Sorry, I made a mistake.� �
�What a mind you�ve got, Dad. Besides, even if something like that did happen, it could only happen, at most, once. I�ll take a big hit in customers after the first time and lose them all if it happens again.�
�Not if you�re big enough. If you�re pretty much the only game in town, the customers will just shut up and start doing their own inspections. You do it yourself.�
�No, I don�t.�
�Sure you do. You advertise a job, and in the ad you say that it requires a diploma or degree or some kind of educational certificate. Your applicants can�t get through the door without the required papers, but you give every one of them a competency test, too, don�t you?�
�I do. The law says that if I want to test one, I have to test all.�
�Why? Why test anybody? It costs you, doesn�t it? I mean, they�ve all got the certificates you asked for; aren�t those papers worth anything?�
Jim paused. �You get the point, Dad, but I don�t concede the game. Not yet. Anyway, what�s this got to do with Barstow and Billy?�
�Let�s just say Barstow�s the inspector and Farlini�s a bad chip.� Dad waited.
Jim didn�t bite. �Go on, old man. I know you set me up but I don�t feel like giving you the satisfaction.�
�There are loopholes in the exam evaluations. If a student does poorly, the parents can claim that his learning was affected by some disruptive influence. From what I hear, Farlini used exactly that argument last year. They don�t really have to prove anything. The principal evaluates the complaint using the teacher�s records�like that note I got. Last year, Bongaro was forced to shill for the Farlinis. She fingered the Mathews kid, he got tossed to an Open school, and Farlini passed. This year it�s my turn in the barrel.�
�Why you?�
�It�s a Trad school, a private nonprofit in the public network. Public vouchers don�t cover expenses, but regulations prevent surcharges. So, donations are gratefully accepted to the endowment, the general fund, etcetera and so forth. Farlini�s a big giver. I�m not, not that big. Neither was Mathews.�
�Come on, Dad, if it�s just money I can help out. Gladly. You know that.�
�I do, and I thank you. But I don�t need your money. I don�t want it. This is a matter of principle.�
Jim made a face. �If it�s such a matter of high principle, Dad, then why are you telling Billy to apologize to Barstow?�
Dad was silent. After a time he said, �I guess because it�s my principles getting hammered, but, on the other hand, Kathy really wanted Billy in this school.�
It was Jim�s turn to be silent. At last he said gently, �Kathy�s dead, Dad.�
Dad looked suddenly old. �I know. Two years this coming Saturday, at 3:11 in the afternoon.� He looked at his older son and said, �I still miss her, you know,� as if apologizing for something.
Jim sighed. �I miss her, too, Dad.� They sat in silence a moment longer, then Dad took a deep breath and smiled. �Come on, let�s see what Billy�s up to,� he said.
They both rose, then Jim turned to the table. �Wait a sec. Let me grab this stuff. I promised Billy he could talk to Bunter.� He swept the cables and parts back into the zipper bag, grabbed it and the box and headed for the stairs.

Billy�s second-floor room was as traditional and old-fashioned as his school, or for that matter his father. Bed, desk, and computer were plain and functional surrounding a single window that looked out on the back yard. All the free wall space was taken up with built-in shelves. The set of shelves in one corner held several dozen books, many from Jim�s own childhood, the rest was occupied with kid litter typical for an eight-year-old. Billy sat at the computer assembling some kind of puzzle with pieces that giggled and moved around whenever he tried to fit one.
�Homework all done?� asked Dad.
�Yep,� said Billy, pointing to a battered folder on his desk labeled �Homework� without turning from his game.
�Let me check,� said Dad, took the folder and sat on the bed. Jim came in with Bunter and his accessories and Billy turned.
�Hey, Jim, great! You brought Bunter. Can I talk to him now?�
�Dad?� asked Jim. �Do you have everything you need for those tests you were going to run for me?�
�Hm?� Dad looked up from the folder. �Let me think�cleared prototype, a dump of this one and a backup� are you going to reset this one to clear?�
�Pretty much have to, Dad. You don�t need Billy running around with George�s phone book.�
�I don�t know. We might learn something. Tell you what�why don�t you give me another image dump of this one just after you clear it. I might want to compare initial conditions before we start training it. They should be the same, but you never know.�
�Will do,� said Jim. He turned the box over and snapped back a small cover to reveal a connector. �Hand me that case, would you, Mister Bill?�
Billy handed over the zippered case. Jim drew out a thing that looked like an old-fashioned hand calculator with a cable at one end and plugged the cable onto the connector in the back of the box. He looked around the room. �Got any blanks, Mister Bill?�
�What for?� Billy asked.
�I want to make extra dumps to be sure we have what we need for Dad�s tests. Then I need to erase everything he learned with George so he can start to learn fresh with you.�
Billy went over to a shelf and got down a fresh box of disks. �Why?� he asked as he handed the box to his brother.
�Why what?�
�Why make him forget everything he�s learned already? Won�t he just have to learn it all over again? And anyway, if he remembered the old stuff, wouldn�t that make it easier to learn new stuff? I mean, I have to remember most of the stuff from second grade to be in third grade.�
Jim looked at Billy speculatively. �You know, Mister Bill, I think you�d be right if Bunter was working the way I meant him to work; but he�s not. The stuff he�s already learned is kind of mixed up, so we�re going to erase it all and start over.�
�So you have to erase him because he made too many mistakes.�
�I guess that�s one way to put it.�
Billy thought about this while Jim opened the box popped a fresh disk into a slot on the side of the diagnostic unit. �If I could forget that I got stuff wrong, would I stop getting it wrong too? I mean, like with Miss Barstow today.�
Jim shook his head and looked at his brother. �Billy, you weren�t wrong at all; if anything, you were a little too right. Don�t worry about it. What Dad said is true. That trouble with Miss Barstow really doesn�t have anything to do with you or math problems.� He turned back to the job at hand.
�OK. First we make a copy of him the way he is now.� He pressed a few keys on the control panel and the drive whirred.
Billy watched in silence. �Is Bunter going to remember how to talk?�
�As soon as I�m done here, I�ll remind him how to talk to me. We�ll have to teach him how to talk to you.�
�How?�
�All you have to do is read to him.� Jim exchanged the disks one last time.
�What do I read?�
�Pretty much anything you want.�
Jim removed the disk, labeled it and set it aside. �Now we erase.� He entered some more keystrokes on the pad. �And now we take another image.� He popped another blank into the drive and entered still more commands. Once again the drive whirred. When it stopped he popped out that disk, labeled it and set it with the other. �And finally, we remind him what my voice sounds like.� he said. He reached back into the pouch, pulled out an already labeled disk, put it in the drive and set it to work.
�Why does Bunter need to know what your voice sounds like?�
�He doesn�t really have to, but it will make it easier to teach him your voice.�
�Why? I don�t think we sound the same.�
�We don�t. You�ll see.� He removed the disk and put it away.
�All right. All done. Here you go, Dad.� Jim handed over the two disks he had made.
Dad had finished with Billy�s homework folder and was standing by the window, staring out at the backyard. When Jim spoke, he turned with a distracted look.
�All set?� he asked.
�Uh-huh,� said Billy. �Jim says I get to read to Bunter. Anything I want.�
�Sounds like fun. Why don�t you get washed up and ready for bed. Then you can read to Bunter as long as you want. Your homework�s fine.� Dad gestured at the folder on Billy�s desk.
�OK.� Billy grabbed his pajamas off the bed headed down the hall to the bathroom.
Once again, Jim waited until Billy was out of earshot. �Something�s eating you, Dad,� he said.
�There is. I can�t help but think that there�s more going on at that school than meets the eye. I�m going to head over there tomorrow afternoon and talk to Barstow. She had a spot open on her schedule.�
�What do you hope to find out?�
�From her, probably not much. But maybe I can get a hint about what the dog was up to in the nighttime,� said Dad.

Lieutenant Commander William Phillips stripped and stepped into the decontamination chamber of his base camp. It had been a hard day. That close encounter with an alien monster had taken a lot out of him and he welcomed the warmth of the shower. He scrubbed thoroughly, top to bottom. Miss a spot and you risked getting the scrunge, as the crew called it, a smelly green slime that hardened to an emerald casing if you gave it half a chance. Finished with his skin, he stepped out of the chamber and activated his ultrasonic degermer at station two. Scrunge was even nastier if you let it get hold in the mouth. He looked forward to a relaxing evening in his fatigues curled up with a tech manual on advanced robotics operations. He�d earned it.
Jim was still sitting on the bed when Billy came back into his room. Billy joined him. �Mister Bill! You�re looking scrunge free,� said Jim. �Oh, look. Here�s something I forgot to show you.� He turned the box face down on his lap. The test unit and cable were still attached. �See this other little cover?� He pointed to the opposite corner. �That�s the power connector. Go ahead, open it.�
Billy tried to pry up the little plastic cover with his finger, tentatively at first then with a little more force until it popped open. Jim handed Billy a long cord. �Now just plug the one end in here and the other end in the wall. Six hours will charge him up for two days, but it�s best if you just get in the habit of plugging him in every night before you go to sleep. Got that?�
�Got it. Even Burner�s got to eat.� Billy flopped over the side of the bed to put the plug in a wall outlet, then levered himself back up. �Now can I read to him?�
�Sure. Here, get settled in. I have to set Bunter up so he can look over your shoulder.� Jim had the box with cable and control pad attached in one hand. As Billy settled in, Jim looked at the shelves overhead, set the box on the lowest one and frowned.
�I don�t think this is going to work for text scanning.� Jim mumbled as he moved the box from place to place. �You know, Dad, I could really use that remote camera.�
�I�ve got enough stuff in the Dungeon I could probably whip up something on a cable in a few days,� said Dad, �but we�re still a good month away from a remote. Why don�t you just pick a spot and ask it if it can see?�
Jim snorted. �Duh. Guess that�s why we pay you the big bucks.� He looked at his brother. �Mister Bill, what do you want to be the first thing you read to Bunter?�
�Tik-Tok,� said Billy with assurance. The Lt. Commander had already decided on robot operations for the evening.
�I�ll get it.� Dad smiled as he turned to the bookshelves. The Oz books. Fifty-some hardbound library editions, all safe in plastic covers. None of them were first editions except for a couple of Snow�s last ones, although even the latest were almost fifty years old for all that. He ran his hand over the spines. Most of them he had acquired as gifts, the rest he had bought himself; ten he remembered he had bartered for with another kid, although just what he had traded for them was long forgotten. Those were the only ones that had the �This book belongs to� box filled in; in ink, damn it. Old and well-thumbed friends, they were the first world he remembered exploring entirely on his own, again and again. There had been a time when he could construct a map from memory. Jim had gone from learning to read to loving it by the same route, and now on to a third generation.
He pulled down Tik-Tok of Oz, opened the front cover, and scanned the blurb on the dust jacket beneath the protective plastic. Polychrome, Shaggy Man, Betsy Bobbin. Price�$2.50. Huh. The Trad schools though they had a lock on tradition, but the library at Billy�s school only had the first five books or so, and those in paperback. He�d checked. Still, it was better than nothing. Better than the Community Standards schools; they had deliberately banned the books. Can�t have witches and fairies. Can�t allow sweet, ditsy Polychrome, daughter of the rainbow, to compete with Genesis. Far better to tell kids that the rainbow is a promise from a cranky All-Father that he won�t swing the strap quite so hard the next time. What would they make of the Heinlein, Farmer, and Maguire adult editions he had on his own shelves? Enough. Leave it for tomorrow.
He closed the book and handed it over to his youngest son. �Here you go, Billy.�
�Thanks, Dad,� he said. �What do I do now, Jim?�
�Just open the book on your lap and get ready to read like normal.�
�Don�t I have to put on the pin mikes or the earplug?�
�Not this time. I need to hear what Bunter is saying and you�re plenty close enough that you don�t need the pins.�
Billy pulled up his knees and placed the book on them. He opened it and slowly paged through the front matter, studying Neil�s lovingly detailed art deco pen-and-ink work. He came to the first page of text, opposite a drawing of Tik-Tok on a mule. �Ready,� he said.
�Now here�s how it works, Mister Bill. I�m going to talk to Bunter first and you have to be quiet, while I do. I�ll introduce you, sort of, and then you can read to him. By the way, what do want Bunter to call you?�
�What do you mean?�
�When you want Bunter to talk to you, you just say �Bunter� and then he�ll say �Yes� and your name so you know he heard you. The name can be anything.�
�What do you use?�
Jim looked a little embarrassed. �I, uh, have him call me �Mister Phillips� just because he�s based on a butler and sort of sounds like one.�
Billy thought a moment. Jim had Mister Phillips and Miss Barstow used Master Phillips so forget that. She used William, too. Mister Bill was Jim�s nickname for him, so that wouldn�t sound right. What would? �Master Bill, Scotland Yard on the telephone for you, sir.� Yes.
�Bunter may call me Master Bill,� said Billy.
�All right.� Jim smiled. �Sounds like you want the full English butler treatment. You can change Burner�s name now, too, to anything you want.�
�No thank you. �Bunter� is acceptable,� said Billy, still in character.
Jim smiled. �Fine. Now here�s the drill. When you want Bunter to talk with you or answer a question, just say �Bunter� and wait for him to say, �Yes, Master Bill.� Then you can just talk and he�ll talk with you. When you�re done say �Thank you, Bunter,� or �That will be all, Bunter,� Wait for him to say �You are welcome, Master Bill,� or �Thank you, Master Bill,� and he�ll go back to just watching and listening. He won�t say anything until you call him again. Got that?�
�Yes, Mister Phillips. Thank you, Mister Phillips,� intoned Billy.
�You are welcome, Master Bill,� responded Jim in the same tone. Staying with the game, he kept silent while he placed the box on top of a pillow to the right of Billy�s head. He kept the control pad on its cable in his left hand. Looking at Billy, he held his linger to his lips for silence and pushed a key. The pinhead light on the box turned green.
�Bunter?� said Jim.
�Yes. Mister Phillips,� came a voice from the box. It had a decided but pleasant accent and sounded like a male baritone on a speakerphone.
Jim spoke clearly and slowly. �Rumplestiltskin. Control append. Control name: Master Bill.� Unit ID: �Bunter.� Default passive. Passive to active: unit ID. Active to passive: �Thank you, Bunter,� acknowledge �You are welcome,� append control name. Or: Active to passive: �That will be all, Bunter� acknowledge �Thank you,� append control name. Verify. Rumplestiltskin.�
The light turned red for a moment, then green again.
�My name is Bunter,� said the box. �I serve Mister Phillips and Master Bill. I will watch and listen always but I will not speak unless spoken to by one of them. Either of them may summon me by my name. If I am dismissed with the phrase �Thank you, Bunter,� I will acknowledge with �You are welcome, Mister Phillips� or �You are welcome, Master Bill� as appropriate to the speaker. If I am dismissed with the phrase �That will be all, Bunter,� I will acknowledge with �Thank you, Mister Phillips,� or �Thank you, Master Bill,� as appropriate to the speaker. Is this correct?�
�That is correct, Bunter. Thank you, Bunter,� said Jim.
�You are welcome, Mister Phillips,� said the box.
Jim pushed another key and the light turned yellow.
�OK, Mister Bill. Now he knows who you are, but he doesn�t know what you sound like. Now I�m going to introduce you. Just answer his questions.�
Jim pressed a key and the light turned green again. �Bunter,� he said.
�Yes, Mister Phillips.�
�Rumplestiltskin. Voice recognition training. Mode transfer sequences for control name �Master Bill.� Rumplestiltskin.�
�Hello, Master Bill,� said the box. Billy�s face lit up. Jim grinned at him and held up a hand. �Please say �Bunter,�� said the box.
�Bunter,� said Billy. The light flickered green to red and back again.
�Please say, �Thank you,�� said the box.
�Thank you,� said Billy. The light flickered again.
�Please say, �That will be all,� � said the box.
It continued on in this vein for a few minutes, bits and pieces of phrases asked for and supplied several times in no obvious order. It went on long enough for Billy�s excitement to wear off and he was starting to fidget when the box said, �Complete. Thank you, Master Bill,� and went silent. The light stayed green.
�That will be all, Bunter,� said Jim.
�Thank you, Mister Phillips,� said the box.
Jim disconnected the cable and keypad from the box and snapped the cover back into place over the port. �Now can I start reading?� asked Billy. He was growing impatient with all the preparations.
�Almost, Mister Bill. Introductions are over, now I just want to make sure that it can see the book.�
�Wait a minute. Why do I have to read to him, anyway? I mean, if I have to read to him so he can learn my voice then how can he know what anybody else is saying unless they read to him, too? And if they don�t have to read to him, why can�t he learn my voice that way, whatever it is?�
�You�re right. It doesn�t take very long for him to learn a voice,� said Jim. �All he really needs to do is hear a voice he knows already talk with a voice he doesn�t know for a little while.
�It�s different for you, though, because you�re going to be a control name. He�s not just going to pick out facts from what you say, he�s going to try to understand what you mean. He�s going to talk to you, too, so we have to give him the right vocabulary. Reading to him is the easiest way to do those things. There are other ways, but they�re way boring, believe me. Besides, only a recognized control voice can program him.�
�Oh. That�s what Rumplestiltskin is about, isn�t it?�
�You got it,� said Jim. �Set that book up on your knees again.�
Billy settled himself again and Jim adjusted the box on the pillow. �Try to hold still for the first few pages,� he said. �That should be enough so that if he falls down after that, you can just ask him if he can see the book.�
�Bunter.�
�Yes, Mister Phillips.�
�Can you see the book?�
�Yes, I can, Mister Phillips.�
�Can you see the text on both pages?�
There was a slight hesitation. �I see no text on the left-hand page,� said the box.
Jim reached to adjust the box, then noticed the book. There was, in fact, no text on the left-hand page; it was filled with an illustration. With a puff of exasperation, he said, �I�m sorry, Bunter. You�re correct. There is no text on the left-hand page. My mistake.�
�Quite all right, Mister Phillips.�
Jim turned the page. �Now can you see the text on both pages?� he asked.
�Yes, I can, Mister Phillips,� said the box without hesitation this time.
�Can you read all of it?�
Another hesitation, then, �Yes, I can, Mister Phillips.�
�Thank you, Bunter.�
�You�re welcome, Mister Phillips.�
Jim turned back to the first page. �We�re ready to roll, Mister Bill,� he said. �I�ll tell him what we�re up to, then all you do is say �Bunter� and start reading right away. It�ll help if you point to the words as you go along, you know, just the way Dad taught us to read. That�s really what you�re doing, after all.�
Maybe Dad alone had taught Jim to read, Billy didn�t know, but Mom had taught Billy as much as Dad had, maybe more. He thought he remembered her reading this very book to him for the first time, her finger tracing out the words as she went along, but he wasn�t sure. He felt a moment�s longing at the memory.
�Bunter,� said Jim.
�Yes, Mister Phillips.�
�Master Bill is going to read to you.�
�Very good, Mister Phillips.�
�Thank you, Bunter.�
�You are welcome, Mister Phillips.�
Jim nodded to Billy. �Bunter,� said Billy.
�Yes, Master Bill.�
�Chapter One. Ann�s Army.� His finger underlined the words one by one as he read, ���I won�t!� cried Ann; �I won�t sweep the floor. It is beneath my dignity.���
Jim gave Billy a thumbs-up and Dad gave him a wave as they silently left the room.

The next afternoon, Jack Phillips signed in with the security guard at the visitor�s entrance of Billy�s school, quickly going through the scanner, ID check and appointment verification. �You�re about fifteen minutes early, Mister Phillips,� said the guard. �You can wait right over there, if you like.�
�Thanks,� said Jack. He looked at the three molded plastic chairs opposite the guard station and decided he would rather not. �Mind if I look around a little bit?�
�No problem, just please stay on this floor until the kids let out. Miss Barstow is up in Room 210, second floor to your left off the stairs.�
�OK. Thanks again.�
Jack pushed through the inner glass door to the main foyer, a large open area set in the corner of the square building. Before him, a broad staircase led to the upper floors and the working area of the school. To the left of the staircase a long corridor formed a wing of administrative offices and support space: counselor�s offices, faculty lounge, copy room, computing services; uniform little signs stuck out over each door, marking off alternate sides to end in a large wooden door with a brass plaque that read �Principal.�
To the right, the entrance to a similar wing was blocked by glass double doors marked �Library� in plain, black lettering. A bust of Benjamin Franklin stood beside the doors. From out here, the library looked large and inviting, comfortable, a place for exploration. In Jack�s opinion the appearance was deceiving. He found it pretty thoroughly sanitized with little to offer anyone over the average intellect or the age of thirteen. That wouldn�t be so bad�it was an elementary school library after all�if there were still functioning public libraries. Jack stared at the bust of the father of the public library. �What do we have, Mr. Franklin?� he echoed the question that Franklin was asked at the signing of the Constitution, �A Republic or a Monarchy?� �A Republic, sir, if you can keep it,� Franklin had replied. Hah. What do you think now, Ben? What do we have now?
Shake it off, Jack, he told himself. Barstow�s not the enemy, she�s as trapped as you are. More so. This school isn�t really the problem either. Don�t go getting your knickers in a political twist. Be nice.
He heard bells ring on the upper floors, actually a recording of a traditional school hand bell. He remembered jumping a foot in his seat every time those old electric bells went off when he was a kid, and he smiled. This wasn�t nearly as bad and it polishes that old traditional image, too.
He heard a kid-wave form on the upper floors and moved aside to the wall of the foyer as it started to rush down the stairs. Although he had no need to speak to Billy, and no intention of pulling him away from his friends, Jack couldn�t help scanning the identically dressed figures for his son.
They grow up so fast, he thought. When they�re in bunches like this, you can actually see the one-year difference from class to class. The six-year-olds, first graders, herded together by teachers behind and beside them so they won�t get trampled, most of them double-footing the broad stairs, some holding onto the rail or each other. Second graders, visibly taller, taking the stairs with more assurance but still moving as a class unit. Third graders, Billy�s age, broken up already into little groups of six and seven kids, cliques formed by gender and interest and genetic programming. Eighth graders, in twos and threes with the more than occasional loner. That boy, there, with the rolling eyes, the self-conscious posture and the fresh-from-the-dermatologist look. Poor kid. That incomprehensible circus has started in your pants, hasn�t it? Ten is a good age. Thirty is a good age, too. Those in-between years, though� hang in there, kid. Most of us make it through, one way or another.
�Dad!� Jack felt a little embarrassed that Billy had found him first. �What are you doing here?�
�Hi, Billy.� Jack looked down at his son. �I need to see Miss Barstow, remember?�
�Oh.� A cloud passed over the boy�s face. Without looking up, Jack noticed five other boys fidgeting at the periphery, watching this interaction. He smiled for their benefit.
�Going out to play some ball?� he asked.
�If that�s all right,� said Billy, remembering the previous day�s restraint by Miss Barstow.
�Sure. I�ll see you at home, then.�
�See you!� And he was off, problem forgotten, back to his little pack.
The stairs cleared and Jack started up them to Room 210.
Two corridors led off the second-floor landing, mirroring the arrangement on the floor below. Jack turned left and paused for a moment. For all that the design of this building was a hundred years old, and the building might be pushing that age as well, he had to admit it was well maintained. The wood was unpainted, properly finished and there was a lot of it; the floors were some modern facsimile of linoleum squares and they gleamed without cracks or buckles; the windows were modern designs but fit the overall style. It made sense. This granite pile had been built as a school who-knew-when and would always look like what it was no matter how you tried to renovate the inside. Probably cost as much to demolish as to replace, he thought, looking at the deep window wells. Might as well make what you can�t change the strongest selling point. A traditional school, indeed.
He started down the corridor and rapped lightly on the �210� gold-leafed onto the glass pane of an oak door. A young woman opened the door.
�Mister Phillips?� He nodded. �I�m Miss Barstow. It�s a pleasure to meet you. Please come in.� She stood behind the door as he passed through.
Young, he thought, very young. Probably younger than Jim. Barstow stood smiling up at him, a full head shorter than he. She had shoulder-length blonde hair held back with a plain cloth band, clear brown eyes, a build that had gone past trim to thin but was in no danger of being emaciated. She wore the standard teacher�s uniform of a loose long-sleeved white blouse, floppy big bow tie under the Peter Pan collar, ankle-length blue skirt and what he only knew as �sensible� shoes�those black lace-up things with thick low heels. She could have been one of the school�s own eighth-graders playing dress up, or a nun without a wimple.
You silly old fart, he said to himself. Jim�s old enough to run his own company�you work for him, remember?�and nuns don�t wear wimples anymore, haven�t for years. Decades. Besides, see the wedding ring?
Unwilling to lose an argument even with himself, he compromised. OK, he thought, not a nun. A postulant without a cross. And with a silly clown bow tie.
�Welcome to Franklin Traditional School, Mister Phillips,� she said as if this wasn�t Billy�s third year here. �What can I do for you?� She closed the door and seated them at two straight-backed wooden chairs beside the desk at the front of the room.
He had thought out his approach carefully. Remember, Jack, you can�t prove anything and she�s not the enemy. �Miss Barstow, I received your message, you know that, and I scheduled this appointment to see what I can do about Billy�s behavior. Whatever it is you�re doing for him here, I want to support you.� Some tension in her that he hadn�t noticed before seemed to be eased by his words. So far, so good.
�Thank you, Mister Phillips.� She paused, choosing words carefully. �Understand that I am not, yet, of the opinion that Billy�s disruptions are intentional,� she said slowly. �The disturbances always take the form of making the other children laugh. He doesn�t seem to be actively creating these incidents; if he began to do that, it would be quite serious. Rather, he seems to take advantage of ordinary academic situations and uses them on a whim.�
�Are you saying that the problem is an academic one, then? That his work is so out of the norm that it disturbs the others and makes them laugh?� If we put this on an academic footing, I�ve got a chance of getting Billy out from under this, he thought.
�I thought that was the case, at first, but I�m not so sure now. Take yesterday�s incident, for example. Did Billy tell you about it?�
�Yes, he did. Divide three apples among two boys, wasn�t it?�
�Yes. It was a very simple example in fractions. When I called on him, he created an answer that was so bizarre that it made the others laugh and disrupted the class. I believe that was intentional on his part.�
Could it really be that simple, thought Jack. Could she just be so rigid that she didn�t see how Billy was thinking? She certainly sounded rigid, with her formal way of talking.
�Why do you think he would do that intentionally?�
� �Why,� Mister Phillips? I�m not sure why. It was obvious to me that he had not been paying attention to the lesson at the time. Perhaps he wanted to deflect my attention from that, perhaps he wanted to draw the attention of the other children, I don�t know. I do know that he made up a silly answer and the end result was that he disrupted the class.�
Eight-year-olds don�t plan these things out, he thought. No matter. The decisions are based on actions and results, not intentions. She insists the action was Billy�s and the result was disruption. Work with it, Jack. You can�t fight it.
�What can I do to help?� he asked.
�Billy�s homework is always perfect,� she said, �your influence is clear there. It�s early in the year yet, but I have no fears about his test scores either. Watch how he acts with others his age. See if he goes out of his way to become the center of attention. If you see that, point it out to him. I�ll try to do the same here. Maybe that will help.�
For some reason you don�t sound at all hopeful, thought Phillips. �Center of attention� indeed. He�s eight years old; you are the center of the whole universe at that age. He stifled an urge to say, just wait until you have children of your own, and chalked her observation up to her own youth. Still, there was something going on here that puzzled him. He wouldn�t find the answer here, not today.
�Thank you. I�ll do that. Would it be useful, do you think, if we got together again in, say, two weeks?�
She seemed surprised at that, then smiled. Pretty. �Of course, Mister Phillips. I�d welcome that.� She rose; he did as well. �Just book it into my schedule at your convenience.�
She led him to the door, opened it, then held out her hand. �Thank you for stopping by, Mister Phillips. I sincerely hope we can do something about this.�
�Thank you for your time, Miss Barstow.� He shook her hand briefly, hiding his bewilderment behind his best social smile, and left the room. This woman is utterly sincere, he thought, and completely convinced that Billy presented a potentially serious problem. Maybe Jim was right. Maybe I am just paranoid.

He was halfway down the stairs when a voice called from the landing. �Jack Phillips, you old coot. I haven�t seen you for ages.�
Jack turned, looked up the stairs and grinned. �Sue Waters. It�s good to see you. And it can�t possibly have been more than a century.� She had been Billy�s first-grade teacher; more than that, an old friend to him and Kathy. He felt a little guilty that he hadn�t stayed in touch.
He waited while she came down the stairs to join him. She and Jack were about the same age. If Barstow looked like a postulant, Waters looked like a mother superior in full sail. The teacher�s uniform completely suited her bearing.
�What are you doing here, Jack? Sneaking books into the library?�
�There�s an idea. No, I had an interview with Miss Barstow, Billy�s new teacher.�
�Ah.� She dropped the subject abruptly. �Come on, I�ll let you buy me a cup of coffee to make up for your neglect. Here. You can carry my books.�
Jack signed out with the guard, Waters swiped her ID through the employee station, and they were out the door and headed for the deli two blocks up the street. She kept the subjects to inconsequential catch-up as they walked.
They ordered at the counter, cheesecake and coffee, and she led the way to the rearmost booth where she took the bench facing the door. �OK, Jack. Something�s eating you; I can see it in your face. Spill it.�
He told the story in a low voice. He included the analogy of the bad chips and the inspector, his suspicions of Farlini, and his bafflement at Barstow�s sincerity.
�Farlini, eh?� she said when he was finished. �Now there�s a bad one. �Farlini�s Far Flung Enterprises.� His humble name for his little empire, �Triple-F E.� I pronounce it �FEH.� High-priced tchatchkes as tasteful as the name. His business is one thing, Jack, but I agree with you that personally the guy�s got some kind of problem. I wouldn�t be surprised if Junior did turn out to be the same kind of sociopath, but I haven�t heard of him pulling the wings off of flies. Not yet. You might well be right about the donations, but you�re just dead wrong about Barstow being bought.�
Jack played with his cheesecake, uncertain where to start. �OK, Sue. I guess I�m thick. Run them by me one at a time, slowly. How am I right about the donations?�
�I said maybe. Farlini is certainly the kind of guy that would like the attention that big donations can buy and he�s got the kind of mind that would assume that he�s buying influence with them. He�s not stupid, though. In his circles, large single donations aren�t done unless there�s no possible question of quid pro quo.�
�What circles are those?�
�Two circles, really: Party and church. They go together. Now Farlini, he�s a neo-fundamentalist, not a cryptofundo. His allegiance to the Party is based on self-interest. It�s solid and it�s real. His allegiance to the church, well, that�s just something he has to do to stay in good with the Party.
�You�ll see political donations to the exact legal limit in his name, but no more. The Party won�t allow it because it exposes the candidate; on the other hand, he�ll give to every candidate for the Party influence it buys.
�His donations to the church are probably up to the tithe, but no more. Money past tithe doesn�t buy much extra church influence�crypto rules say it�s prideful�so there�s no return for him there. He�s into the church thing for the sake of the Party, not the other way around. Big named gifts to outfits like the ACLJ buy him recognition in both Party and church without so much risk, so he probably ponies up to the same level as the rest of the boys at the country club.
�But the school? The unwritten crypto rules say school gifts should be a third of tithe. He�d follow that. Corporate endowments are allowed, sure, but at bottom we�re a charter school�private administration with public regulation. He can go anonymous or corporate on the printed annual report but he�s still going to be listed as the donor on the report to the State and that could embarrass the Party someday. He�d never do that. Understand, it�s not law that stops him. It�s the crypto rules against the appearance of individual influence peddling.�
Jack snorted. �Influence peddling? It�s an elementary school, for Pete�s sake!�
�Hey. It�s your theory, not mine. I�m just telling you what the parameters are.�
Jack shrugged at her comment. �If he�s so worried about what the cryptos think, why does he have his kid in a Trad school? What not just put Junior in a Community Standards school?�
�Because he�s neo, not crypto.� She could see from his face that this didn�t answer anything, so she went on. �Think of one of the new Islamic states. The cryptos are the crazies that run the country. The neos are the rich families that fund it, sitting behind their compound walls with satellite dishes and whiskey. They despise each other but they need each other, too.
�The crypto and neo-fundos are the same way. Cryptos tolerate the neos because they fund the movement and will toe the Party line the cryptos set, but they think the neos are hypocrites. Similarly, the neos think the cryptos are fanatics, but as long as the cryptos let them keep their compounds, so long as all the cryptos ask for is money and votes, then the neos will stay loyal.
�Farlini Junior is only nine. If he went to a CS school, they�d have him singing hosannas in six months and reporting on Bill Senior�s home life in a year. Farlini doesn�t care whether his kid learns Creationism or spontaneous generation in school�it has nothing to do with tchatchkes�but he doesn�t want a true believer under his roof any more than those rich Islamic families do. That�s why they send their kids to Swiss boarding schools. The way Farlini sees it, a Trad school gets Junior into the right high school and college, an Open won�t and a CS is personally too dangerous. So Junior stays at Franklin.�
�Why Billy?�
�I don�t know. It could just be random. You are right about the disruptive influence angle, but it�s not really a loophole. It does have a legitimate purpose and it evolved out of court decisions over many years. It�s not going to go away. Of course, that�s not to say that it couldn�t be exploited the way you suspect it is. It would be a clever form of insurance for Junior.�
�So maybe Barstow is on the take.�
�No, Jack,� she shook her head and looked at him solemnly. �Coming from anyone else, in fact, that comment of yours would earn them a slap. I just don�t think it�s possible. Look, she�s new, she�s naive, but she�s a teacher. That�s not a job you just happen to take because nothing else is available, especially not at this level of education. It�s a vocation. New teachers are all idealists and cockeyed optimists. You can wear them down, burn them out, and piss them off but it�s hard to make them quit. You can turn them into cynics and sour their dispositions, even towards their students. But you really can�t corrupt them, certainly not with money, not the way you think or for the purpose you suspect.�
�You sound very sure of yourself.�
�I am. Besides, I know the woman. This is her third year with us and I�m on her evaluation team, so I know her work, too. She�s very reserved, kind of formal, but she�s got the gift.�
Waters played with her coffee a moment, then said, �You know, Jack, it could be as simple as she believes what she�s saying.�
�What, you�re saying Billy really is disruptive?� He squirmed and glared at her.
She ignored the display. �By her lights, yes. Look, Jack, don�t get upset. I don�t believe that Billy is disruptive in any sense that you or I understand it, but Barstow and Bongaro�a lot of the staff�they�re a different generation. They�re twenty years younger than us. They think differently.�
�So she only thinks Billy�s got a problem. This is supposed to make me feel better?�
�Ease up, Jack. You know the old saying, �What people believe to be true is true in its effect�? that�s the situation here. People in her generation believe in their bones that something�s out to get them, that violence is just under the surface. We�ve got detector arches and ID checks and security guards at the school and in my, what, fifteen years there, there has never been an incident. Not one. You and I would say they�re not needed. She and her generation would say that nothing happened because the guards and security are there.�
���Why are you snapping your fingers,� eh?� said Jack with a grin.
She started to mime finger-snapping in a slow rhythm. ���To keep the elephants away,��� she said, continuing the old joke.
���I don�t see any elephants around here.���
���See? It works!� � She shrugged and held up her hands in surrender. �I ought to tell that joke more often. It�s a lot clearer than just saying, �You can�t prove a negative.���
�Seriously, Sue. Do you honestly think that Barstow believes Billy could be violent?�
She nodded. �Oh, if you asked her point blank like that, I�m sure she�d deny it. But deep down, that�s exactly what she�s afraid of. The way she sees it, violent criminals dress, think and act differently from everyone else; therefore, anyone who dresses or thinks or acts differently must be, potentially at least, a violent criminal. She believes it because that�s what she�s been told over and over again.�
�So what�s somebody like that doing in an elementary school?�
�Same as the rest of us. Teaching kids.�
�Shouldn�t be. Not with ideas like that.�
�Well! Listen to Mr. Free Thought! You think you�re immune?�
�I don�t think in sound-bites, if that�s what you mean.�
She smirked. �You don�t, huh? OK, smarty, here�s a little test for you. I�ll give you the start of a phrase, you finish it as quickly as you can. Ready?� She waited. When he saw that she was serious, Jack leaned forward in his seat and nodded.
���War... hunh!... ��� Sue grunted.
���What is it good for?���
���Ban...���
���The bomb.���
���Silence is����
���Death.���
���Impeach����
���Earl Warren.��� Jack made a face. �Where did that come from? I mean Nixon. �Impeach Nixon. Now.���
Sue laughed. �See what I mean? We all have them and don�t even know it. If I don�t grunt after the word �war� I get �War is hell,� but that�s a different generation. I�d probably get �Silence is golden� from your son Jim. Barstow thinks like most of the parents do, Jack. You�re the one that�s different. You�re older than most of them.�
�So they all think like Barstow?�
�It�s not thinking, really, it�s a belief system. My point is that half of what you�re feeling has nothing to do with logic. It�s an immune reaction. Dawkins� memes.�
Jack chewed on this for a while. �We�re the same age, Sue,� he said. �How�d you get so smart while I just got old?�
She shrugged. �I�ve worked with little people for a long time. They don�t have much of a, I don�t know what you�d call it, like a viral load�a memeal load�they don�t have much of a mimetic load yet. They pick up and discard these things very readily, trying to form combinations. That�s the real reason why �Kids say���� she paused.
����The darnedest things.���
They both chuckled. �It keeps me fresh,� she went on. �They ask �why� all the time. Sometimes it�s straight factual things, like �why is grass green.� Sometimes I can hear the little wheels going when one of them asks �why is the grass green and not blue,� I have a lot of fun coming up with answers for that kind of thing. But when I get a question like, �Why does the policeman have a gun?� it makes me really stop and think: do I really have an answer or just an infection to give that kid. Don�t you see this with Billy at all?�
Jack looked thoughtful. �I may have been too busy with my own infections to notice. Wiping my mental nose, I guess,� he said.
�Well,� said Sue with a smile, �I have to go. It�s been fun, as always, Jack. But you�re still a cheap date.�

On his way home, Jack passed the ball field where Billy�s pickup game was in progress. Both teams were shy a few players: no shortstop, some kid�s big doofus of a golden retriever eagerly playing outfield for both teams. The infield stood ready and Billy was with a little huddle off the third base line, so his team must just be up. Now there�s a nice thing about baseball, Jack thought. You don�t need uniforms, not for play and not even for spectators. Everybody can just see who�s on what team.
Billy waved when he saw his father. Jack waved back. It was Billy�s up. He settled over the plate and nodded to the pitcher. There�s the ball�it chirps, it�s in the zone�swing�and a miss. �Strike,� called the catcher. �Yeah,� agreed Billy and settled in again. There�s still another nice thing about the game, thought Jack. The rules are clear and simple; you don�t really need an umpire, either, if everybody plays fair. �Here�s the pitch,� sang Jack to himself, all those old TV and radio voices from his childhood giving him the rhythm. Billy twitched but held his ground, �Low and outside...� the ball honked as it passed the plate �...ball one.� It smacked into the catcher�s glove.
Settle in again. �There�s the pitch... in the zone... swing and it�s a line drive up to first; but wait, where�s the shortstop? The first baseman comes in from his position to meet the ball...
too late. Billy Phillips is safe at first for a single!� Jack waved to his son, hopping up and down at first base. Billy waved back, distractedly, his attention fixed on removing the smartball�s sensor belt for the next batter, who was trotting out to first to pick it up. And there�s another nice thing about baseball, he thought, then stopped. Go home, Jack, he thought, or you�ll get started on that other great American pastime: making baseball analogies.

Bill the Pill Phillips, Hall of Famer, sauntered loose-limbed and relaxed up the walk to the door of his house. Glove over bat, bat over shoulder, he kicked the dust off his sneakers on the doorsill and went in.
�Dad? You around?� he called from the front room.
�I�m down in the Dungeon, Billy.� his father�s voice came from the air. �How was the game?�
�Great. I got a double and two singles and one of them brought a guy in. Five innings. We lost.�
There�s still another great thing about baseball, Jack started to think. By now that little piece of his mind was beginning to sound like Howard Cosell doing a George Will impression. Or maybe it was George Will doing a Howard Cosell impression. Shut up, he admonished it. �Terrific,� he called, �I�ll be an hour or so, yet. Why don�t you get cleaned up and grab a snack or something?�
�OK.� Bill the Pill went up the stairs to his room. He set the bat down in the corner and looked around. It looked different, somehow, now that he had shipped all his trophies and awards off to the Hall of Fame. Better off there, he thought, where they can inspire others. They�re just clutter here. Then his eye lit on the box.
�Hey, Bunter!� Billy called.
No response.
�Bunter?�
�Yes, Master Bill.�
�What did you do today?�
No response. Billy pulled a face.
�Bunter, who is Anne?
�Anne is the Queen of Oogaboo,� was the immediate reply. OK, thought Billy. He still works.
Then he had an alarming thought. �Bunter,� he asked, �did I leave you on all day?�
�I don�t understand the question, Master Bill.�
Billy thought a moment. Something Jim had said. Ah. �Bunter, have you been in active mode since last night?�
�Yes, Master Bill.�
�The whole time?�
�Yes, Master Bill.� This is bad, thought Billy. What if I messed something up? Well, just ask him. Jim did.
�Bunter, did it hurt you to be in active mode all day?�
�No, Master Bill.�
�Why?�
No response. This was like pulling teeth. Oh, well, it was only the first day. Try something else. �Bunter, what did you see while you were in active mode today?�
�I saw you wake up. I saw you get out of bed. I saw you go to the door. I saw...�
�Stop. Stop. What did you see when I wasn�t here?�
�The first time you were not here, I saw the room. The second time you were not here I saw the room with the closet door shut. The third time you were not here I saw the room without the bag of books. A fly came in and walked on the wall. The fly left my field of vision. The fourth time you were not here I saw the room with the bag of books and without the things in the corner that you were carrying just now.�
�That sounds awfully boring.� He thought over Burner�s litany for a moment, then realized how it was done. �I bet you�re something else at �These two pictures are almost the same.��� Once again, there was no response. Billy went to the corner and picked up the bat and glove. �Bunter, are these the �things in the corner� that you were talking about?�
�Those are the things that you were carrying when you returned to the room.�
�Yeah, but do you know what they�re called?�
�No, Master Bill.�
�This is a baseball bat. This is a baseball glove.� He held them up as he spoke. �Do you know how to play baseball, Bunter?�
�No, Master Bill.�
�All right. I�ll explain it to you.� He brought the box over to his desk and pulled over a piece of paper and a pencil. �OK. First, you have this diamond, see. Now you stop me if you have any questions��
They were still at it an hour and a half later. Billy was saying, �No, a run isn�t the same as a home run. A run is always just one point but�� when they were interrupted.
�Bill! Dinner�s ready.� Dad called. �Take a break now and come on down.�
�OK!� he called back. �Come on, Bunter, let�s go eat.�
�Sorry, Billy, I wasn�t expecting a guest. I didn�t set a place for Bunter.� Dad turned from the stove with a full plate as Billy settled himself in.
�That�s all right, Dad,� said Billy, unfazed. �He can just sit here and watch.� He propped the box up against the fruit bowl. �I�ve been teaching him about baseball.�
�Really. Why?�
�Well, �cause he noticed the bat and glove and didn�t know what they were, so I told him, but then I figured that just the names were no good if you don�t know what they mean, so I started explaining it and, well, like that.� Billy�s words rushed out as Dad set down two full plates and settled himself.
�Bunter asked about them?�
�Not really. Sort of. See, I asked him what he did all day and all he did was watch a fly on the wall.� He paused. �Oh,� he looked over a little sheepishly, �I might have made a mistake. I left Bunter in active mode since last night. Does that hurt anything?�
Dad thought a moment. �No, I don�t think so. The way I understand it, active mode just means that Bunter can start a conversation on his own; and that�s only with a control name. So active mode just means that he can speak to you without you speaking to him first.�
�If I may, Master Bill,� said Bunter, startling them both, �active mode also requires me to make an attempt to anticipate the future needs of all controls that may be present. In passive mode, I am to assume that the sequence of events that I observe is the optimum sequence.�
�Huh!� said Dad. �Bunter, can you understand me?�
�Yes, Dad,� said the box.
Billy dissolved in a fit of giggles and Dad laughed. �He�s not your Dad, he�s my Dad,� said Billy, when he caught his breath.
�I beg your pardon, Master Bill; and yours, sir. I inferred an incorrect form of address,� said the box, in a perfectly serious tone.
�Quite all right, Bunter,� said Dad. They ate in silence for a while. �Let me try something, Billy. Bunter,� said Dad, �what is an �out� in baseball?�
�An out is three strikes, sir,� said the box.
�And what is a strike?�
�A strike is counted against a batter if the batter swings at a pitch and misses, or if the batter fails to swing at a pitch that passes through his strike zone.�
�Billy,� asked Dad, �were you reading from a rule book?�
�No, Dad,� said Billy. �I just drew some pictures and talked. He sure sounds like a rule book though, doesn�t he?�
�Sure does.� Dad looked at the box for some time then said, half to himself, �Hasn�t been with you long enough. That must be the speech pattern and vocabulary he got from Jim.� Neither Billy nor Bunter had a response to this. Then Dad asked, �Bunter, what is the distance between the bases on a baseball diamond?�
�Approximately fifteen centimeters on average, sir,� said the box.
Dad laughed out loud and Billy gaped at the box, astonished at the answer. �That�s what I thought,� said Dad.
�What? What did you think?� asked Billy.
�Well, did Bunter ever see a baseball diamond?�
�Sure. I drew him a picture.�
�You drew him a picture. And how far apart were the bases on the picture?�
Billy stopped. �Oh,� he said. �I see.� He smiled crookedly at the box. �Bunter, you dummy, that was a picture. Not a real baseball diamond.�
���First, you have this diamond, see?��� said the box in Billy�s voice. �I beg your pardon, Master Bill,� it said in its own voice. �Please explain.� Billy just shook his head in astonishment.
�Well, well,� said Dad. �I see we have a bit of a problem with recognizing representations; and a bit of a temper, too. And we can do impressions. Isn�t that something.� He started to clear the table. �You know what, Billy? I think you hit on the crux of Jim�s problem with these things. I�m going to give Jim a call about this, but let me make a suggestion. Try to keep Bunter in active mode and keep on doing what you�re doing; you know, talk to it and explain things, and just generally keep it around. I want to see what happens.�
�I don�t get it. Is there something wrong? Is Bunter broken?�
�Not at all. Just a little more complex than we thought. His command of the language fooled you. Fooled me. He can do arithmetic, he knows enough physics to figure out what would happen if you dropped a rock off a cliff, but he hasn�t got anymore common sense than the average infant. Stands to reason, I guess. He was wiped only, what, last night?�
�Yeah, he was,� said Billy, warming to Burner�s defense. �So you can�t expect him to know everything. He hasn�t had any time.�
�Right. But what�s interesting isn�t so much what he�s learning as the way he�s learning it. Babies can�t talk about how they learn. Bunter can. This should be very interesting.� He closed the dishwasher and started to wipe down the counter. �All right, my boy. I�ve still got some tilings to finish up in the Dungeon. You get started on your homework, now. No more baseball for a while.�
A short while later, Billy sat at the desk in his room. The box was propped up against the lamp before him. He rested his chin in one hand, and doodled on his paper with the other�circles, squares and slashes. �Bunter?� he said, looking into the camera�s eye.
�Yes, Master Bill.�
�Is it true what Dad said? Can you do math problems?�
�I can calculate. Yes.�
�OK. Try this. How would you divide three apples among two boys? Fairly?�

Later that night, Detective William �Wild Bill� Phillips, undercover cop, stood by the window in his darkened stakeout, cold eyes scanning the vacant lot below. It was quiet just now, peaceful in the moonlight, but some thing would break tonight. He could feel it. Better check in with his backup. �Can you hear me?� he whispered.
�Yes,� came the answer through his earpiece.
�Can you see me?�
�No.� Billy sighed and turned away from his bedroom window and the view of the backyard.
�Let�s try some light.� He turned on the desk lamp. �Can you see me now?�
�No.�
Billy looked closely at the backpack hanging on a hook at the rear of his open closet. �Well, I can see you clear as anything.�
There was no response. Billy turned on more lights, crossed to the closet and examined the bag critically without touching it. Like almost everything else associated with his school, the knapsack was uniform, although Billy liked to think of it as �official.� This backpack was the official school carryall, a plain black nylon affair with a single pouch on the back and the school�s logo, the face of a smiling Ben Franklin, printed in white on the pouch. Dad thought the picture looked funny and called the knapsack Billy�s oatmeal bag because of the picture, for reasons Billy had never asked about. You had to have one at Franklin; all your stuff had to go to and from school in the official bag.
Billy leaned over and studied the logo, looking for the small hole he had picked out of the fabric in Ben�s right cheek. He found the hole, but couldn�t see anything behind it. �Can you see anything at all, Bunter?�
�No, Master Bill,� whispered his earpiece.
�Why didn�t you say so? Here I�m thinking you just didn�t have enough light.�
�I did not have enough light,� Bunter said flatly, as if that explained the situation. Billy opened the pouch and pulled out the box. �Well, I guess that�s not going to work. I�ll have to figure out some way to strap your eye up against that hole so you don�t move. Or maybe Dad will get the remote eye done soon.� He climbed up on the bed and set the box up over his shoulder.
�You�re as bad as Tik-Tok sometimes, you know?� Billy set the book on his lap and opened it to his mark. �We�ve got to get you to school somehow. Sometimes you�re pretty dumb.� He looked over his shoulder to check the line of sight. �Sorry, I didn�t mean dumb exactly, but ignorant. There�s a lot of plain regular stuff you don�t know and I bet you could learn it if you went to school. Can you see the book?�
�Yes.�
�OK, here we go. �Chapter Five. The Roses Repulse the Refugees...���

A week or so later, Billy sat attentively in Miss Barstow�s classroom. It was a dreary day outside, raw and threatening rain; the bright lights and warmth indoors made it easy to pay attention. Besides, Bunter was coming to class now, too.
Miss Barstow pulled the world map down from its overhead roller and moved over to the big globe in the far corner of the room. Billy shifted obviously in his seat, trying to give the impression that he was merely turning to face her, keeping his gaze straight ahead. At the first opportunity, though, he shifted his eyes to the right so that he could make out his official bag hanging over his official coat on his official named coat hook at the back of the room. The angle looked clear to him.
He brought his eyes back to the globe and Miss Barstow, licked his lips and left them partly open. �This is geography,� he breathed, without moving his mouth. �Can you see the globe?�
�Yes,� was the equally quiet response in his left ear. He nervously touched his neck on that side, trying not to think of the bit of cotton he�d placed to hide the earpiece. After three days, he was going to have to come up with something else. At least sticking the mike pin under the knot of his tie seemed to work fine.
�On this map,� Miss Barstow was saying, �if we want to fly from New York to Japan, and we want to go by the shortest way, it looks like we just draw a straight line from one to the other. Like this.� She pulled a pointer across the flat map, pulling a wavering red line out of New York as she went. �It almost goes through Oregon and then out across the sea and all the way across the Pacific Ocean and not near much of anything until we get to Tokyo.� She tapped Tokyo and the line thickened and straightened. �It doesn�t look like there is any quicker way to get to Tokyo, does there?� A few kids dutifully shook their heads at the rhetorical question.
�Now look at the globe.� She turned it in its mount so that the North pole faced the class. �If I draw the same route that we have on the flat map, it doesn�t look like the shortest route at all, does it?� She drew in a line of red light with her finger, more or less along the 40th parallel, this time to fewer shaking heads. �Maybe I could fly this way,� a green line dipping south through Hawaii, �or this way,� a yellow arc along the line of the Aleutians, �or even this silly line right over the North Pole.� A blue line formed under her hand. �What do you think? What is the shortest route from New York to Tokyo?�
�Build a Hiergargo Tube,� said the voice in Billy�s ear. He blinked, controlling a start, then parted his lips and breathed, �Build a what?�
�Hiergargo the magician built the Tube that Quox the Dragon used to carry Tik-Tok and the army of Oogaboo from one side of the Earth to the other. It went through the Earth, not around it, so it was truly straight, not a projection. A similar Tube built through the Earth, in a straight line from New York to Tokyo, would be the shortest route between those two cities.�
Billy thought about this a moment, picturing a Tube through the globe before him. He felt a thrill; of course it was right. He could see it was right this time.
Billy raised his hand.

The next afternoon Jack Phillips was right on time for his appointment with Miss Barstow. He breezed through security, up the stairs and to the room.
�Mister Phillips,� she greeted him, �thank you for coming by.�
�You�re welcome, Miss Barstow, although I have to say I�m a little embarrassed at the circumstances. You mentioned a disruption again. What seems to be the problem this time?�
Barstow explained about the geography class the day before. �Then,� she concluded, �for whatever reason, William brought up this bizarre notion of a tube through the Earth complete with dragons, fairies, magicians and all sorts of things. The other students understandably started laughing. What was worse, the issue lasted for the rest of the day. In the history lesson later in the day I asked a question and distinctly heard one child say �Billy�s dragon,� although he did not intend me to hear it.�
Jack refrained from asking if that child�s parents had received a note, too. Instead, he said, �It�s true, you know.�
�What�s true?�
�The tube. It�s a problem set in almost every introductory physics text. Goes back for years.�
�Are you suggesting that William is reading introductory physics texts?� She looked a little confused.
�No.� Couldn�t hurt, though, he thought. �I�m just saying that the idea is not incorrect.�
Her face tightened a little. �That�s really not the issue, Mister Phillips. If William wanted to pose the idea of a tunnel through the Earth, he could have done so without the dragons and magicians. That he did include them tells me that his intent was to disturb the class. That is the issue.�
�Ah. That all came from Tik-Tok. That�s where he got the idea.�
Barstow looked like someone who was certain that she was close to the source of a bad smell but afraid of what she would find. �Tick-tock,� was all she said.
�Tik-Tok. Of Oz. One of the original Oz books. That�s where Billy got the idea.�
�I�m sorry, I�m not familiar with it.� Jack wasn�t surprised. �Even so,� she went on, �why all those others things: the dragons and magicians and fairies and such? I was not familiar with the tube concept, but it is a good idea. It could have been a useful addition to the class if William had not,� she hunted for a word, �embellished it that way. My conclusion is that he did it to draw attention to himself. I asked you here to see if you knew of another reason.�
Jack revised his opinion of Barstow from pretty to prissy. He took a breath. �I think he did it that way because he�s eight years old. When you are eight years old, you are the center of the universe and things relate to each other only through you. At the same time, when you are eight, experience tells you that everyone else already knows everything that you know. Billy only just read the book, but I don�t think that it occurred to him that the other children had not; certainly it did not occur to him that you had not read it.� Jack bit back a harsher comment, then said instead, �He really thought that you knew what he was talking about. You work with eight-year-olds all day. I�m sure I�m not telling you anything you don�t already know.�
She seemed to think this over. Now might be a good time to try out Sue Waters�s theory. Jack broke the silence. �Let me ask you something. Why would you assume that Billy was deliberately disruptive instead of, oh, I don�t know, say merely eccentric?�
Barstow smiled as if Phillips had just handed her the opening she needed. �I see no real distinction between the two, Mr. Phillips. To be deliberately disruptive is to consciously set oneself outside of the group, to willfully weaken it by withholding one�s contribution, to distract its focus from the common goal to oneself. Eccentric behavior may be less conscious but its effect on the group is the same. In the end, therefore, there is no distinction between the two.� She sat back with obvious satisfaction.
Jack mentally replayed all this, translating it into plain English as he went along. He tried very hard not to react visibly. She seemed almost to be reciting something and acted as though she was simply reminding him of some simple fact he had merely forgotten for the moment. He couldn�t have been more astonished if some tiny, repulsive creature had briefly popped out of her right ear and gibbered at him. He was a little frightened, too, because she clearly expected some similar creature to pop out of his head and give the countersign. He was suddenly a little afraid of the consequences if he failed.
�Well,� he said, stalling while he tried to review her statement in his mind once again. �I see,� he said. Don�t try to figure out her referents, he thought; not here, not now. �But don�t you think that intent counts for something, at least at this age?�
Barstow seemed to consider this. �You mean as a mitigating circumstance? In William�s case?�
�Yes,� said Phillips, at a loss for any other answer.
�Very well,� she said. She had the air of a teacher accepting C work from an A student on an off day; disappointed but willing to let it pass this one time. �Normally, that would be appropriate only for a younger child, but if we assume, shall we say, special circumstances in William�s development I can accept that. For now. We can work on a solution from that basis.�
There was that little creature again, this time from the left ear. He chose to take her last comment as a cue. �I�m frankly at a bit of a loss here, Miss Barstow,� he said, �what should I be doing?�
�Nothing unusual, really,� she said. She smiled as if happy to see her A student back up to expectations. �If we assume... ah... let�s call them delays� in affective development, why then you can simply act appropriate to the affective cohort; in other words, work with William as if he were two years younger. Do not ignore but don�t reward nonconformal behavior and where possible point out the correct course.� She sat back and folded her hands in her lap, obviously satisfied.
Jack felt that he had to move carefully, although he still wasn�t sure why. He still wanted information on his other problem. �Billy tells me that he�s been having some difficulty with a Farlini in his class,� he said, as flatly as he could manage.
�William Farlini. Yes.� She looked somber, �I imagine there would be some conflict there.�
Jack stayed calm. �Have you noticed the problem, then?�
�I wouldn�t call it a problem, exactly, Mister Phillips, although I can see where it would be a source of some , discomfort for your William.� She�s going to recite something again, thought Jack. �Master Farlini is a natural shepherd, you know, and he is therefore going to take on that role in any group. His inclination would be to correct nonconformal behavior that is too far out of norm; frankly, that aspect of his affective development is rather advanced for his age.� She looked concerned, though Jack wasn�t certain that the concern was for Billy. �Yes. I can see where, given the disparity in cohort development, Master Farlini would appear to be a constant opponent.� She brightened. �But you understand, of course, that it�s all part and parcel of the same thing. Once William begins to track back towards his cohort norm, Master Farlini�s corrections won�t be needed. That�s the natural course of these things, you know.�
Jack blinked. Shepherd. Did that make the Gestapo sheepdogs? What breed was the Inquisition? All he said was, �Ah,� and nodded.
Barstow took this as some kind of conclusion. She rose and held out her hand. �I�m glad we could find some path to resolution, Mister Phillips. We can work this out.�
Jack rose as well and shook her hand. It didn�t feel like a talon at all. �Thank you for your time, Miss Barstow,� he said automatically, and left.

He paused in the hallway as the door closed behind him. Still a little shaken, a little disoriented, he wanted some time to himself. He turned away from the short route to the stairs, intending to circuit this floor and arrive at the stairs from the other side. He wandered slowly down the middle of the empty corridor and turned the first corner.
Classroom doors alternated with big old-fashioned corkboards on both walls of this corridor. Jack paused before the first board.
A small brass plaque at the bottom of the board was engraved �First Grade.� Tacked in one corner of the board was a small card that read, �Our First Thanksgiving.� The theme of the display, he supposed. The children�s tributes filled the rest of the board, each a single piece of paper cut in the shape of an oversized leaf. One had just the word �Pilgrim,� with each letter a different fall color. Another showed a three-quarter profile of a turkey, tail spread wide and colored, oddly, like a peacock�s. A third was a hand-colored clip-art print of a cornucopia. Phillips relaxed a little. Traditional indeed, he thought, I did the same kind of stuff myself.
He moved down the hall and stopped before another board on the opposite side. �Fifth Grade,� read the plaque on this one and the card, �Freedom From Fear.� The medium for this art class looked like stock clips pulled from some common classroom file arranged with some kind of software. Composition and treatment were childlike but the perspective and surfacing were perfect. It was a weird effect.
Here was a scene under a mare�s-tail sky, perfectly rendered. A street divided the scene from lower right to center, where it disappeared behind a multistory brick building dominating the left foreground. To the right of the street, a sunlit field, a park maybe, stretched off to distant mountains that were oddly placed but perfectly lit. A family of three walked away from the viewer along the sidewalk bordering the park side of the street: man in a loose fitting brown suit, woman in an ankle-length green dress, walking behind a pigtailed blonde girl in the Franklin school uniform. With the Sun to the upper left, they cast three perfect shadows on the perfect lawn. The same light put the leftmost half of the building�s brick wall in shadow. In the dark corner crouched a figure, a cartoon stereotype of a criminal: knit cap, bandanna, running sweats, holding some kind of sack in one hand and a stick or pipe in the other. The figure was stopped in mid-stride, twisted away from the wall and looking up as if from concealment. Jack followed its gaze to find, at the top of the building, four, no, make that six, figures�properly scaled and in perspective, of course, lined up along the edge of the roof facing the street. He looked more closely. They were armed and uniformed police officers, standing at ease in a wide-spaced line, gazing benignly down at the family walking along the sunny side of the street.
Jack pursed his lips at that message and moved at random to another picture on the same board. This was also a street scene; looking around briefly he saw now that all of them on this board were. It must have been part of a recent lesson. In this one, the point of view was from standing eye-level in ,the middle of the street, a tree-lined street empty of traffic or people. Lawns backed the trees and houses stood on the lawns, the whole arrangement marred only by the eerie flatness of the surface. The low angled light reinforced the perfect perspective and drew the eye to the end of the street, to the sky above the horizon, the center of the composition. The upper two-thirds of the work was a gorgeous cloud-filled sky, full of pinks, reds, andoranges that were all the warmer for the deep, deep blue seen through the occasional break in the clouds. A couple of bright yellow beams forced attention back to the center where the clouds concealed the low Sun. Or was it just the Sun? He looked more closely. No, not quite. It looked like a face morphed with the Sun, yes, it was, he was quite sure. It was a face. It was a smiling face. It was a smiling, ruddy, jolly face with�was that a peaked octagon cap?
Jack turned away and walked around the next corner, to find more cork boards. He intended to leave the building but now he was sensitive to the displays and they kept intruding at the edges of his vision. At the end of the corridor the last bulletin board looked different from all the others, busier, and it stopped him.
�Eighth Grade,� the plaque read, and the card �We Become One Country.�� Under God, completed Phillips, despite himself, and he thought of Sue Waters�s little game in the deli. This board was filled with comic strips. He corrected himself. Graphic stories, they called them now. They were all done in black and white and all obviously used the same clip-and-crunch technique that the fifth graders had used, but these all told stories. Some were single panels, like editorial cartoons. Most were multiple panels, although all were done within the boundaries of the same size sheet of paper. None of the panels used dialogue balloons; there were no individual characters here. Instead, the panels all bore captions that he would have taken for the lettering of an experienced hand had not the sameness across the works given it away as simply a common machine font.
Here was a particularly intricate work. The first panel was a cartoony aerial view of the northeastern United States. The physical map had its own scale, the figures overlaying it quite another. It was the kind of effect Rocky and Bullwinkle used so often for their travel scenes. Off the New England coast a ship, of the wrong period, was run aground on an oversized rock. Some small distance inland was an arc of stockade fence, starting and ending at the seashore and centered on the rock. Within the protected arc, a group of stock Pilgrim figures�men, women, and children�knelt in an inward-facing circle. Outside the stockade, scattered here and there across the landscape, were small groups of Indians. All were male, all had a feather or two in their hair, and all looked intently towards the group behind the stockade. �We give thanks for our new land,� read the caption.
The next panel showed more of the country, the stockade now running just west of the Mississippi. Caricature towns with prominent church steeples dotted the east. Family groups stood here and there, but the figures were in colonial dress now. Indians, still feathered and glaring, stood in groups to the west of the stockade. To the south, two circular areas were marked off with split-rail fences; inside the fences, black figures in ragged dress stood in ranks, singing to the leadership of a single white figure in a frock coat holding a book. The caption read, �We explore our new land and come to love her. Not everyone who came with us could learn our difficult ways quickly...�
The caption finished in the next panel, �...but in time they did and together we settled the whole of our beautiful new country together, as one people, from sea to shining sea.� Now the view showed the entire country. The stockade fence lined only the border with Mexico and Canada. Within those boundaries small towns, each still with a prominent church steeple, dotted the landscape. A railroad snaked across the center of the landscape. Figures of family groups filled the rest of the space. Some of the figures were black, mostly in the South; some of the figures had feathers in their hair, mostly in the West; all of them were now dressed in stereotypical Victorian upper-class garb from the late nineteenth century.
The fourth panel was twice the size of the others. The aerial view was still centered on the United States but pulled way back so that the arc of the Earth showed. The perspective was as through a fish-eye lens. The stockade fences were replaced with stone walls, outlining the entire boundary of the country. Alaska was also surrounded by a fortress wall, as was a tiny Hawaii distorted by perspective. Distorted coastlines crept over the horizon on the far shores of the oceans to the east and west, most of the hemisphere showed to the south. All the lands outside the walls were filled with enemies. To the east, a mustachioed figure in a WWI spiked dress helmet stood glaring across the ocean. At his shoulder, a steely-eyed figure in black SS, his right arm raised in salute to ranks of gray figures in WW II coal-scuttles. Behind them, a Stalin caricature pointed towards New York, instructing a team of fur-hatted soldiers in the aim of a huge mobile missile. To the south of them, a wild-eyed stubble-faced Arab in traditional dress straddled the Sinai Peninsula, guarding a field of Texas-type oil derricks. He held a round cartoon bomb in one hand, fuse lit, and a dagger in the other. South Central Africa held a single figure, a half-naked black warrior with a spear raised in threat. To the west, across the Pacific, rank on rank of round-faced Chinese in Mao jackets stood behind a Japan filled with evil-looking figures in WW II army uniforms, cheering on a huge war fleet spreading radially out from the island like steel cockroaches. South of the Chinese, large trees half hid black-clad figures in conical hats pointing rifles at the coast of California. North of the Chinese, mountains hid the figures of snipers firing across the Pacific at Oregon; only their faces, topped with close-cropped hair, showed over their rifle barrels. The Indian subcontinent peeked over the horizon, crammed with a sari-clad horde surrounding a missile tipped with a trefoil-marked warhead. South America was filled with enemies too. Fat dictators in fanciful uniforms, chests full of medals, sat on mountain thrones directing the action. Stake trucks dropped sombreroed peasants at the Mexican wall, where they joined others with pickaxes and shovels in its destruction. A smarmy Latin in a tailored suit held out both hands to the border in offering; three hypodermics laid out on one hand, a half-dozen small flat bags on the other. Stereotypical banditos hacked and burned the Brazilian rain forest. Cuba bristled with missiles and sent makeshift rafts to break up on the wall surrounding Florida. Canada, oddly, was depopulated. It was covered by mountains, trees, and a single, oblivious moose drinking from the St. Lawrence River.
Inside the fortress wall, all was determined and orderly activity. Women in overalls and bandannas entered smoking factories from which floods of munitions gushed. Men in uniform peered over the walls, backed by artillery and missiles. Warplanes of all periods lifted into the air, headed east, west and south. The capitol building in Washington, D.C., stood prominent, fronted by a man in a suit at a microphone, exhorting a cheering crowd of other men in uniform. In the Midwest, a man stood in the center of a packed football stadium, holding aloft a book with a cross on it. Across the country similar men held open the doors of churches to eager throngs. Alaska was covered with incongruous Texas oil derricks; tanks guarded a pipeline running through depopulated Canada from the Alaskan wall to the wall around the lower forty-eight. The detail throughout was painstaking.
The caption on this oversized panel blandly read, �Many saw our beautiful land and got jealous and wanted to take it from us. For a long time, we had to fight to keep what we had been given.�
The final panel was back to the size of the first three with the view closer in and once more showing only the North American continent. Canada was still depopulated; even the moose was gone. Across the country, everything was at peace once again. Clean factories swept in an arc from the Great Lakes to the capitol building in D.C Farms dotted the landscape here and there in the South and Midwest. A couple of cowboys in the far West herded cattle toward a handful of lumbermen in the Northwest. A movie director peered through his camera in southern California. Those not dressed for some specific occupation wandered the landscape in the current retro-style suits and dresses, entering or leaving the still-prevalent churches or talking quietly in small groups.
The wall remained in place, but now it was broken at New York, Miami and Tijuana. In the gaps stood large square buildings. Outside the wall, each building was the focus of a funneled crowd. On the Mexican border, peasants bearing hoes waited for entrance; outside New York, shiploads of people in anachronistic ethnic European dress waited their turn to land; outside Miami, boats and rafts floated at anchor, loaded with patient Latins and blacks dressed mostly in ragged shorts. A much smaller number left the building exits inside the walls; those that did were all done up in suits and dresses. The caption on this panel closed the story with, �But those people soon learned that we cannot be conquered. They can come and live with us anytime they want, but only if they come in peace and only if they learn our ways. Because that is how we are one country.�
By this time, Jack was beyond reaction. He turned away from the board and grimly walked the rest of the circuit and down the stairs. At the bottom, something caught his eye; the library entrance had changed. A large easel holding a poster now stood to one side of the double doors. Across the top of the poster were the words �We give thanks for our unity.� Below it, some kind of text art that he couldn�t work out right away. A sort of a yellow spiral expanded as it unwound and threw off a yellow path to something in a kind of greenish halo at the end. He moved closer and studied the green thing. It was a single word, made up of caps, but each letter squeezed or expanded, distorted, jumbled, varying in height, together giving the impression of a huddle of buildings, the whole washed in luminous green as if it glowed from within. That big one in the middle, stretched above them all like a tower; no, a steeple, there was a little cross on the top. The letter A? Suddenly it snapped into focus: the word was �EQUALITY.� He rapidly deciphered the rest of the lettering on the yellow strip: �Conformity is the path to equality.�
Now he recognized the image, too: the yellow brick road and the Emerald City. It was from the MGM version, he noted, not the real thing. Thank God for small favors. He took a deep breath to calm himself and turned away, soiled.
Franklin�s bust still stood on its pedestal opposite, stone eyes staring at the easel. �Aw, Ben,� said Jack, �at least they could have given you a blindfold.� He turned on his heel stalked out of the building and walked into the rain.

Jack arrived at home with his anger damped and a funk building in its place. He shook off the wet, tried to shake off his mood, and went upstairs to find Billy in his room with a word game of some kind on the computer. Bunter was rigged in a kind of handmade string sling around Billy�s neck. Jack waited quietly in the doorway.
�Tabby,� said Bunter, �t-a-b-b-y.�
�I don�t think so,� said Billy. �It says �famous cat.� �Tabby� is a kind of cat. Not a name.� Bunter was silent.
�Felix, I bet,� said Billy and typed the word with one finger.
�You are right, sir!� the computer blatted with a canned clip of Ed McMahon. �See?� said Billy. Bunter remained silent.
�OK, try this next one: �Famous mouse,� six letters with an I.�
�Mickey,� said Bunter, and spelled it out.
���Mickey� doesn�t start with I, silly,� said Billy.
���Famous mouse, six letters with an I,��� said the box in Billy�s voice.
�Boy. Touchy,� said Billy. �I meant starts with an I.�
�Ignatz,� was Burner�s immediate response and spelled this one out, too.
�There you go!� Billy typed it in and was rewarded with �Okey Dokey,� in the voice of, oddly enough, Mickey Mouse.
�Hey, Billy.�
�Hi, Dad.� Billy paused the game and turned in his chair. �Was that meeting with Miss Barstow all right, I mean... am I in any trouble or anything?�
Dad forced a smile and said, �Nothing to worry about.� Not for you to worry about, anyway, he added silently. He noticed the box in its sling around Billy�s neck and pointed to it. �Here�s something new. What�s the idea?�
�Nothing much, really. It was just sort of a pain to keep moving Bunter around so he could see stuff and sometimes I�d knock him over and, well, this is just easier. Now he can see what I see and I don�t have to worry about it.�
�Good idea.� His designer�s eye, unbidden, noted the several loops wrapped here and there around the box and replaced them with a fitted pocket. The single loop of string had to be pulled over the head, had a fixed length, and torqued to one side when Billy leaned forward; replace it with U of cloth and a Velcro closure. But his heart kept his mouth shut and he just said, �That�s really clever.�
Billy rewarded him with a proud smile, which faltered after a moment. �Uh, Dad?� he paused. �There�s something I didn�t tell you before you went to see Miss Barstow. I think maybe I should have.�
�Oh?�
�Well, remember with the baseball thing when Bunter couldn�t tell it was a picture? And then with the fly cause I left him active all day? Even though it didn�t hurt him, I figured he must be pretty bored and anyway he couldn�t really learn anything if he didn�t get out to really see stuff, you know what I mean?� The words came in a rush. His father just nodded and waited.
�Anyway. Well, I�ve been taking Bunter to school.� He stopped.
Dad grinned despite himself. �How did you manage that?�
Billy went over to the closet and took his knapsack down from the hook. �Like this,� he said. He flipped the box out of the string web around his neck and snapped on the remote unit. He opened the back pocket on the sack, pulled out a sock, pushed back a book that was already in the pocket, firmly pushed Bunter down into the remaining space and stuffed the sock on top. He zipped shut the stuffed pocket and held it out. �See?�
�Uh-huh. I see.� Dad looked closely at the pocket and saw the hole picked into the fabric. He carefully emptied the pocket again and looked at it more closely. He saw a piece of white bandage gauze glued to the back of the hole; on the outside, it had been colored with something to match the rest of the fabric and continue the interrupted pattern. �Bunter looks through here, is that the idea?�
�That�s right,� said Billy, forgetting the infraction and warming to his construction. �That way he can see out but with the cloth nobody else sees his eye. I wear the pins under the flaps on my jacket and the ear thing so I can talk to him and he can talk to me.�
�Nobody noticed the earpiece?� Dad was drawn into it now.
�Nobody said anything. I put a little piece of cotton behind it so it looks like I have an earache or something.�
�And how long have you been doing all this?�
�Oh,� said Billy, less animated, aware once more of the problem. �About a week.� He grew quiet once more. ��So, anyway, I thought maybe I should tell you in case that�s why Miss Barstow wanted to see you, but I kind of didn�t think of it before you went over to see her.�
�She didn�t say anything about it.�
�Oh. I thought maybe she knew because she got kind of upset about that Tik-Tok thing and all.� He was uncertain now; perhaps he shouldn�t have said anything.
�What�s Bunter have to do with Tik-Tok?�
�That was Burner�s idea.�
�Bunter�s idea? How do you mean it was Burner�s idea?�
Billy explained the events leading up to his proposal of the tube in class and finished with, ��so when Bunter told me that, I knew right away it was the right answer. At least, I thought so. I guess I was wrong. Again.� He paused, then added, �I think I would have thought of it anyway. It�s just that Bunter thought of it first.�
The engineer in Jack wanted to explore this development right away, and had a brief squabble with the father who saw his son in pain. The engineer lost.
�No, Billy. Don�t beat yourself up. Your answer was right. It wasn�t what Miss Barstow expected, and maybe she didn�t like the way you gave it, but that doesn�t make you wrong and it doesn�t make you bad.�
�Like Jim said, huh, Dad? �That�s just what she ordered, it�s not what she wants?� �
Jack smiled. �Yes. Exactly like that.� He thought of the meeting again and the displays on the wall. �Billy, did you bring your history book home from school? There are some things I want to ask you about.�
Billy was a little puzzled at the request, but also comforted by the reassurance. He was willing to go along. �Sure, Dad. It�s right over here.�

Later that evening, dinner over, the two of them were finishing up in the kitchen. Jack was still in something of a funk but a little more optimistic than he had been. That afternoon he had felt as if he had suddenly discovered that some great silent plague was sweeping through his community. Now he was pretty sure that the plague had passed by his own home, at least for now. It was something; not much, but something.
It was still raining. What with being stuck indoors, a couple of hours of homework, bookwork, and what must have seemed to him pointless quizzes on history and civics, Billy was bouncing off the walls. It was all making Jack feel a little short-tempered.
�Billy, how about some TV?�
�Sure, Dad. What�s on? Can we watch on the big screen down here? Can Bunter watch, too?� Once again, Billy had the box slung in the web around his neck.
�I don�t know, why not, and sure. Come on, let�s go see.�
Billy careened into the front room, pulled open the drawer on the side table, scooped up the remote control, hurled himself into one of the wing-backs and turned the system on all before Jack was even over the threshold of the kitchen. The big screen was swinging down into position from its recess in the ceiling as Jack settled himself into the other chair. He wordlessly held out a hand for the remote.
As the screen locked down in place it came alive on the info channel. It always did, since the distributor had Jack pegged as an unregenerate entertainment cheapskate. Tonight it came up with four separate windows, each with different spinning, dancing text begging for attention over a looping clip of some show, each with essentially the same message: �Jack Phillips, just look what you�re missing! If you�d subscribed to full serv, tonight you could be seeing�� or prem serv or fam serv or sports serv or whatever. He stabbed the mute button before the thing started braying the messages out loud as well. This was not helping his mood.
He ran his thumb over the glide pad in the center of the remote, scanning the screen for the cursor. This little game of find the icon was new this season and he found the innovation particularly annoying. Some genius at the info channel had figured out a way to squeeze a few more pennies out of the service by selling even the presentation of the cursor icon and its start-up position to advertisers. Jack hated having to run his thumb back and forth across the glide pad until he found some object, he never knew what, moving in synchrony through the gyrating mess already on the screen. Intellectually, he knew the intent was to slow him down and make him study the ads on the screen; the emotional effect, though, made him feel like he had to stroke and soothe some skittish beast to get its attention. If the distributor owned the set he could accept it, but this was his system in his home.
Billy knew from experience not to comment at this point, regardless of how attractive he found the display, or he�d just have to sit through a lecture on how TV used to work. He jiggled around in his chair while he waited. Jack was starting to get really cranky when he found the cursor, a little red biplane, in the upper left corner. Curse you and worse, Red Baron, and your little dog, too. I am not going to pull you into the �About� box unless you�re selling me a flight out of here, which you�re not. He grabbed the plane with his thumb and crashed it into the �Listings� button at the bottom of the screen. The plane changed to a little stopwatch, three-quarters red, that started to count down immediately. He bit a knuckle and sighed. Forty-five seconds tonight. �Estimated set-up time� they called it. Bull. You must really think I�m stupid if you think I�m going to believe that it takes that long to grab the listings or that you have to do it this way. You just want me to watch your promos a while longer. Which, against his will, Jack did and fumed some more.
Finally the screen dissolved to two rows of white text boxes arranged in a time grid on a blue background, the cursor a simple white arrow. And hadn�t that taken some doing, he reflected. He�d had to come on like a wild-eyed crypto extremist and threaten to invoke every community-standard suppression right in the law to get the service to default his display to only the two free services. In light of today�s events, it had been dismayingly easy to convince them that he found even the titles of some of the shows on the pay channels offensive. What the hell. They probably thought he was a member of some kind of splinter Amish sect and ran his system with a hand-crank; the morons probably even believed it. He had what he wanted.
The yellow vertical line through the display showed that the current time was, mercifully, within a minute of the free real-time start of shows on both channels. He blew out a breath and tried to force off some of his mood with it.
�What�ll it be Billy, comedy or drama?� he asked. �We�ve got Abbott and Costello about to start on comedy, Bonanza on drama.� Mindful of the day�s pressures on both of them, he went on to offer, �There�s Lucy and Leave it to Beaver and Secret Agent up later on, too. I�ll skip-load one of them instead, if you want, so we can watch it now.�
Billy fingered Burner�s sling and fidgeted, unable to decide. He said nothing.
Jack read the program descriptions. �The Abbott and Costello has �Who�s on First� tonight,� he prompted. �It�s about baseball. I don�t think you know it, do you?�
�OK,� said Billy, �Abbott and Costello. That all right with you, Dad?�
�No problem. Here we go.� Jack clicked the �Real-time� button on the �Comedy� row just as the clock rolled over. The screen bumped into hi-def and cut to the full-width image of a wooden stage curtained in red velvet. He remembered to turn the sound back on in time to pick up the familiar opening, �Heeyyy Abb�bottt!�

This time, Jack Phillips was already waiting in the rear booth of the deli. When Sue Waters came in, he caught her attention with a wave; she walked back and slipped into the bench opposite him to find coffee and cake waiting.
�The day�s a little sunny for undercover work, isn�t it Jack?�
He looked distracted. �I guess. I�m not getting any sense of closure on this Barstow thing, Sue.�
�What is it that you want, exactly?�
�I�m not sure anymore. Before I went in to see her yesterday, I guess I was still thinking conspiracy and looking for evidence. Failing that, I suppose I wanted to show her that Billy wasn�t trouble, that he was just,� he shrugged, �brighter than the other kids.�
�And?�
He shook his head. �It was like I went through some kind of bizarre mind warp. The gist of it, I think, was that she was willing to think of Billy as emotionally retarded by a couple of years and at that she acted like she was doing me a favor. But then there was this whole undercurrent that was downright spooky.� He paused, then shook his head again. �You know those old war movies where there�s some Nazi or Communist political officer attached to a military unit? There�s always a scene in there where the political officer argues with the commander in some kind of strange ideological language. You know what the individual words mean but the concepts are crazy. It was like that. Very strange. Scary.�
�I know the scene. It�s just before the loyal lieutenant arranges an accident for the commissar.�
�Yeah. But I left my lead pipe at home yesterday.�
Waters sipped her coffee and calmly said, �Affective cohorts. Conformal behavior groupings. Planned peer integration.�
He stared at her. �Don�t you go all pod people on me, too. You know about this?�
�Oh, sure. It�s all the rage at in-service training nowadays; they�ve been turning out ed graduates with it for a few years. Some of us old fogies are calling it the fourth R: reading, �riting, rithmetic and right-thinking.�
�So this isn�t just some strange thing with Barstow.�
�Nope. It�s the new wave in the Trad schools these days.�
�Isn�t that in violation of Trad charter? Teaching values? I thought that was limited to CS schools.�
She looked at him with pity. �Jack, come on. It�s simply not possible to explain anything to anyone without also saying something about your values.�
�I�m just repeating what the law is.� He sounded defensive. �Anyway, what I thought it was.�
She grimaced. �The whole thing is just about labels, I think. If a parent is offended enough to take the school to court and the school loses, why, then the school was teaching values. The CS schools openly teach stuff that would get them sued elsewhere. That�s why you think they�re teaching values. We, on the other hand,� she raised her right hand as if taking an oath, �are pure as the driven snow. We never teach values; we just teach alternate ways of knowing. She dropped the hand and shook her head. �Not my idea, mind you. That�s how they settled it in the courts.�
�Are all the teachers doing this?� he asked.
�Yes. No. Well, we�re not all doing it,� she waved a hand, �religiously. But it is part of the core.�
�So what?�
�Remember how the system works. If something is part of the core, the students are evaluated on it. The teachers are rated based on their students� performance in those evaluations. It�s a tidy little self-cleansing system. If I don�t teach social conformity then my kids won�t pass it; if my kids don�t pass it then eventually I�m shown the door and replaced with someone who will teach it. I�ve got to do the minimum to get my kids past the evaluation or I�m out. I can�t do anything for anybody if I�m out.�
�So you knew all this the last time we talked and you didn�t tell me.� He tried to look hurt. �Why?�
She sighed. �Last time we talked you were haring off on your own conspiracy theory. You couldn�t listen to anything else. I had a feeling that this was the real issue, but you had to find out for yourself. You wouldn�t have believed me.�
He reflected on this for a moment, then said, �You�re right. I had my own agenda then.� Then, with some heat he added, �But now that I do know what�s going on, I want Billy out of that class!�
She stared at him and, as if testing him, said, �How do you mean that?�
�I mean that when they�re teaching this conformity stuff I want Billy pulled out and put somewhere else.�
�You can�t,� she said flatly.
�What do you mean I can�t? I�m the parent, aren�t I? Don�t I have some rights?�
Sue was restraining some heat of her own. �First of all, as a practical matter, conformal behavior is a core affective goal and not a class. It�s supposed to be included as such across the curriculum, so there�s nothing to pull Billy out of. Secondly, even if it were isolated and even if you did succeed in pulling Billy out of that hypothetical class, you�d still be teaching him a value.� She held up a finger, �I know I said it�s not teaching values, but that�s the board�s circumlocution. Not mine. You and I know better.� She put down her hand and leaned into him, restraint gone. �But as for rights, don�t you dare talk to me about your rights. As a parent, you have responsibilities and one of those responsibilities is to pay attention to what your child is exposed to and help him to deal with them. You call yourself a free thinker and just look at your first reaction to an idea you don�t like. Don�t you dare put this on me, or on the school, Jack Phillips. Shame on you.�
She sat back, face flushed and expression hardened. Jack sat back as well, his anger rapidly cooling. �I�m sorry,� he said. �You�re right. Again.� He blinked. �But what can I do? As I was leaving Barstow, I saw these art displays that scared the hell out of me.� He looked distraught. �There�s got to be something.�
She softened at his distress. �Jack, you�re already doing a lot. Look at it this way: Billy wouldn�t be in this situation if you weren�t having an effect at home. You are doing something.�
He grimaced. �Gee, thanks. I�m the cause of my boy�s pain. Thanks a lot.�
�Come on, Jack. Remember we were talking about Dawkins memes? Well, if you really accept that the best meme wins through honest competition, then you have nothing to worry about. Adjusting to new ideas is like another childhood disease. Don�t go getting in a blue funk over this. Just keep doing what you have been doing.�
�It�s not honest competition. No matter what they call it, the schools are teaching values and I don�t like it.�
She snorted. �Jack, old shoe, welcome to the other foot. Think back a bunch of years ago when sex ed was the issue. It�s people like you that said, �Well, we�re teaching health, not values. But if you don�t like it, that�s only fair. You can pull your kids out of class.� You kept your kids in. Then in some states it was evolution, remember that? �It�s just-a-theory vs. it�s really science� went that argument. You didn�t want to let them out of class on that one, but you already had a precedent and had to allow it. How about prayer? Both sides finally saw that pulling kids out did them more harm than good, so you all invented this so-called separate but equal three-tiered system we have now.� She took a breath and had at him again. �So now it�s turned around, the cryptos are in control and poor Jack doesn�t like it and wants to pull his kid out of class.� She stopped, clearly ready to say more, but unwilling to turn the discussion into an open brawl.
�Whoa,� said Jack and held up his hands. �I�m sorry. Again. I drilled a nerve and I didn�t mean to; guess I have a few nerves hanging out myself. I came here to ask for help, not to pick a fight.�
They both worked on their food in silence for a time. Then Jack asked, quietly, �Why do you stay?�
She sighed. �Because I still believe I�m making a difference. The rewards are� fleeting� sparse� but they are real all the same. Every day all it takes is one pair of little eyes lighting up when a new idea clicks. I go looking for that, trying to make it happen; when it does, that makes my whole day.� She brightened. �Sometimes I�ll have a really big success. I�ll see a big Ah-ha happen. Oh, it never looks spectacular and nobody else would notice it, but one of those can keep me going for weeks. Months.� She looked up at him. �It�s not a thankless job. Not at all.�
�But there are things you would change.�
�Yes. I�m not at all clear on the mechanism, but I know the principles. You do, too. �The answer to free speech is more free speech.� �The best school is a log with a teacher on one end and a student on the other.� �The best way to learn something is to teach it.�� She started to warm to her subject. �The cryptos� plans are ultimately doomed to failure because they are a hothouse culture. They can�t survive unless they bar disagreeable ideas, but to bar them they have to learn of them and that in itself infects their leadership. The thought police have to know what to suppress. In the end they can never stop telling people �don�t think about purple hippopotami� and that�s their doom.�
�An awful lot of folks get burned at the stake while they�re learning that lesson,� said Jack.
�Too true,� she agreed.
Jack leaned forward, �Back to the question, though. If you could change one thing, practically, just one thing, what would it be?�
�Myself?�
�Yes. One thing in your situation.�
�Hunh. I can�t bring back tenure, so I have to watch what I say. I can�t bring back the union, so I�ve got no appeal from the board�s curriculum committee.� She looked off into the distance. �Method,� she said, finally. Her gaze swung and her face came alive. �Somehow, in my own classroom, I�d figure out a way to make the method more interactive. The syllabus as it stands is crammed with stuff we�ve got to cover. To touch on all of it, to meet the schedule, I�m forced to put the students in a passive role. They have to accept what I tell them on authority most of the time. I�d somehow make it more active so they could bounce these new ideas against the ones they already have.�
�Seems like that depends on the teacher,� said Jack. �It would work in your class, bouncing ideas off you, but as soon as they tried that with somebody like Barstow they�d get slapped down. That�s what happened with Billy.�
�Right. You�re right,� said Sue, but she was excited now and wouldn�t be put off. �But Billy�s mistake, if you can call it that, was trying to bounce ideas off the teacher. In a rational world he should be able to do that, it�s what we�re here for, but this isn�t a rational system. The key is giving the kids some way to test ideas even when the teacher is a power junkie and wants the kids to stay passive.�
Jack had a glimmer of an idea. �Passive mode accepts authority. Active mode integrates,� he mused aloud. He dug out his phone and asked, �What�s your time like tomorrow afternoon?�
�Where are we going?�
�On an adventure. I hope.�
She knew this mood. �I can be ready by three-thirty in Trad drag, four o�clock without. At the school entrance either way.�
He nodded, already bent over the phone. It had an older-style small display and he had to hold it close to work it so she couldn�t see where he was linked. She watched him punch out his side of the transaction in impatient silence. He looked up and said, �Tomorrow�s no good. How about Friday?� She nodded.
Finally he snapped the phone shut and put it away. �Good,� he said with a grin, �I�ve got us a four-thirty appointment. I�ll pick you up at four on Friday.�
�Appointment where, Jack?�
�Jefferson Open Elementary school. We�re going to talk to the principal.�

On Friday evening, Jim and Billy were sitting on the floor in the front room, waiting for Dad and Sue to return from their appointment. It had been a hectic couple of nights from Billy�s point of view. It must have been for Jim, too. He was slumped back in the chair, chin up, eyes closed and looked like he hadn�t slept for a while.
It had been like that for two days. Dad and Jim would huddle for a while, ask Billy some seemingly pointless questions about everything from Columbus to chemistry, then huddle some more. Then they would quiz Bunter, and a lot of that was really silly. Dad had asked Bunter how long his hair was, Burner�s hair for Pete�s sake; asked that right out of the blue. At one point, Jim had quizzed Bunter on some poem. Billy had heard it repeated so often that he still remembered the first line, �Shall I compare thee to a summer�s day?� Jim would substitute the word winter for summer and ask Bunter�s opinion, then the word will for shall, and on and on. It was like the world�s most boring English class, but Dad and Jim seemed really excited about it. The only time that Billy would get worried was when Jim would pull out his test box and take still another copy of something from Bunter; he knew that somewhere on that unit was a button or code that could erase Bunter.
Whatever was going on, Billy was glad that they had let him keep Bunter. That first night, when Dad had called Jim to come over after dinner and they had started all this activity, Billy had been a little afraid that Jim was going to tell him Bunter had to go back to the company. That hadn�t happened. In fact, they had spent almost as much time questioning Billy as they had Bunter, although all the questions were about Bunter: How do you talk to him at school? What does he say? Does he ask questions? When? and on and on. They hadn�t interrupted the nighttime routine that he arid Bunter had developed and nobody said anything about not taking Bunter to school. Besides, having Jim around so much was fun.
Billy looked over at his brother, asleep in the chair. The poor guy looked really tired. Let him sleep. Billy pulled the harness over his head and set Bunter on the table. He looked at the glass eye for a moment then, coming to a decision, he yanked his baseball cap from his back pocket and pulled it down over his head with both hands. He made some loosening up moves, stepped a couple of paces from Bunter and faced him as he would a pitcher. He settled into an imaginary plate and took a couple of practice swings with an imaginary bat.
�Bunter, do you want to work on that routine some more?�
�Surely, Master Bill,� said the box. �Shall I be the straight man?�
Billy took another cut at the air. �Yeah,� he tugged at his cap and crouched over the plate.
Jim snorted and opened his eyes. He yawned, stretched in his seat and rolled his head to unkink it. �Mister Bill,� he mumbled, �did you say something?� Then he noticed Billy�s stance. �What�s up?�
From Billy�s angle, Jim was sitting out in left field. �Jim!� he said, �Hi! Me and Bunter were just going to do a little practice.�
�Hm?� Jim blinked; he was muzzy and looked a little confused.
�Just watch,� said Billy, glad to have an audience. He crouched, fixed Bunter with one eye and took another swing. �Hey, uh, Bunter,� he said, �Do you like baseball?�
�I surely do,� said the box. Jim sat up, interested now in what he thought was coming, amused already at the twist the box�s unchanged English accent gave the routine.
�Me, too. I surely love it.� Billy stood upright and leaned on the bat as on a walking stick. �But you know, I�m new out here and I don�t know the names of the guys on your team.�
At that point, the door opened and Dad walked in followed closely by Sue Waters. �Jim, Billy�� he started to say, but Jim held up a hand for silence. Sue quietly closed the door and the two of them stood in place.
Billy had looked to his right when the door opened and started when he saw who was there. Jim called his attention back with his movement and now had Billy�s eye. As if a recorder was going somewhere, he whispered, �Go ahead,� and nodded encouragement.
�Uh, like I was saying,� said Billy, trying to get back into the patter, �I don�t know the names of the guys on your team.� He hesitated.
�I do. I could tell you.� Burner�s coaching surprised even Billy.
�Cool.� He groped for the next line, �I mean, I�d like to use their nicknames, you know? To be friendly. Like your name. Bunter. Now there�s a real baseball nickname. I can guess why they call you Bunter.�
�You�d be surprised,� said the box. Billy heard Dad stifle a chuckle. He knew he was off script, but the reaction encouraged him.
�So help me out here, Bunter. What�s the name of the guy on first base.�
�Who,� said the box, dryly.
�The guy on first.�
�Who.�
�Didn�t you hear me? I said, who�s on first?� Billy was warming to it now.
�That�s right.�
�What�s right?�
�No, what�s second.�
�Who�s second?
�No, who�s on first.�
�Look,� said Billy, feigning exasperation. �You throw me a slow ball, I swing a little early,� he acted out the movement, �the ball pops... and goes way out to left field. Who catches it?�
�No, Jim does.� The delivery was perfectly dry.
They all broke up. Billy looked proud of himself, while trying to hold back his giggles at the same time. �OK, OK,� Jim laughed. �I have a feeling this can go on for hours. Thank you, Bunter.�
�You are welcome, Mister Phillips.�
�Hey, Dad, glad you�re back,� said Jim. He rose from the chair and moved across the room. �Miss Waters,� he said, �a pleasure,� and held out his hand to her. She smiled and took it. �Call me Sue, please, Jim,� she said, �otherwise I�ll have to call you Master Phillips and I�m not feeling that old.� She smiled at Billy, folding herself to his height in a practiced motion. �Hello, Billy,� she said, arms wrapped before her knees, �I haven�t had the chance to talk with you for some time. How are you?�
�I�m fine, Miss Waters,� he said automatically, �how are you?� although in truth he was now as uncomfortable as a cat in a kennel. Teachers wore uniforms and you talked to them at school. They didn�t wear regular clothes and come to your house.
�I�m well, Billy, thank you.� She indicated the box with a nod. �Is that Bunter?�
�Mm-hm. Yes, Miss Waters.�
�Hello, Bunter,� she said, but there was no answer.
�Well, say hello, Bunter,� Billy said.
�Hello, Bunter,� said the box.
Sue was startled. Billy held back a smile and, instead of saying anything, sat down on the floor. Jim laughed, �These two are big on ambiguity this week.� He joined Billy on the floor.
�So I see,� said Sue. She moved across the room and took a seat, Jack took the other. �Jack, this is the same thing we were talking about on the way over here. The finances should work, I think we�ll get the space and affiliation, but how do we sell the parents? Why should they bother cooperating in this experiment if all they see is a box that can memorize old Abbott and Costello routines?�
�Uh-uh,� interrupted Billy, sensing that Bunter was under attack. �We didn�t memorize it. I mean, we did; Bunter did, anyway, he can memorize anything, but that�s not what we just said. We made that up by ourselves.�
�I understand that, Billy,� said Sue, �all of us do, here in this room. The question is, how do we help other people to understand it?� She leaned forward. �What would you tell them? Why do you think another boy or girl would want to have a Bunter like yours?�
�He�s fun to talk to,� said Billy. He thought for a moment and then added, �he�s like having a friend that�s always there and never gets bored.�
Sue pursed her lips. �Isn�t it better to have real people as friends?� she asked.
�I said he�s like a friend,� said Billy. �I know he�s not a real person.�
�I�m sorry,� she smiled. �Let me ask it this way. How is Bunter like a friend and how is Bunter different from a friend?� Because of the way the question was asked, Billy suddenly felt as if he was in school. He thought over the question for a moment then said, a little stiffly, �Bunter is like a people friend because he will talk with me about stuff I like and he can help me figure out stuff. Bunter is different from people because he never gets bored talking with me and he never says I�m wrong.�
�Do you think he�s better than a people friend?�
Billy looked exasperated. �No. I said I know he�s a machine. For one thing, you can�t make people be on and off.�
Sue looked quizzical. Jim turned to Billy, �Do you mean active mode or passive mode?�
�That�s it,� said Billy to Jim, remembering the words now. �If I leave Bunter in passive mode he still remembers stuff OK but he remembers it weird. He thinks everything I tell him is absolutely true. You can�t do that with people.� He paused. �It�s sort of like Miss Barstow.� He looked over at Sue for her reaction.
She took her cue and said, gently, �How is it like Miss Barstow, Billy?� When he hesitated she went on, �You can tell us. It�s OK.�
�Well,� said Billy, trying to marshal his thoughts, �see, if Bunter is in passive mode when he learns things, all he can do is repeat them back. Like my computer. If Bunter is in active mode when he learns things, then he can put them together in different ways with other stuff he learned and he can talk about them.�
Sue waited, but he said nothing more. She prompted him, �and how is this like Miss Barstow?�
�It�s the same thing,� he said. �Miss Barstow acts like she wants us to be in active mode but she really just wants us to say back what she told us. So if I pretend like I�m Bunter in passive mode and I just tell her back stuff and don�t make up any new ideas then I stop getting in trouble with her.�
There was a pause while they all tried to untangle this. Then Sue asked, �Billy, if you come up with a new idea, and you can�t tell it to Miss Barstow, who do you tell it to?�
�Bunter,� said Billy, �or Dad, or Jim if he�s around.� After a moment he added, shyly, �Or you. I used to be able to tell you about stuff I thought of, when I was in your class.�
She smiled and said softly, �Thank you, Billy,� then she turned to Jack and said, �well, Jack, you�ve just witnessed one of those events I told you about the other day. This one will keep me going for a year. Easy.� Jack smiled back.
Sue continued, �This still doesn�t help with my original question. What do we tell the parents we want to recruit? This box will help your child learn to think if you can�t do it yourself? Or how about, �Parents! Subvert power-junkie teachers! Get a box!� � She smoothed an imaginary advertising banner in the air above her head.
They all considered this in silence for a while. Finally, Jim said, �Resistance training.�
�Say again?� asked Jack.
�The units work for minds the way resistance training works for muscles,� Jim said.
�I like it,� said Jack. �The analogy fits. The stronger the mind becomes the stronger the box becomes. It�s like graduated resistance training only you push with ideas.� He grimaced. �We�ve got to come up with a better name than boxes or units, though,� he said.
�Friend won�t do,� mused Sue. �It�s too intimate. Even though the children will understand the difference, as Billy explained, I don�t think the parents will. Not at first.�
They all stared at Bunter, willing him to name his species.
�Trainer?�
�Too muscular.�
�Tutor?�
�Too academic. It�s not how it works, anyway.�
�Mentor?�
�Too formal. Besides, it implies guidance.�
�Coach?�
�Coaches work with groups. This is one on one.�
They fell silent again. Then Sue said, �How about companions? Student companions?�
The name met with an approving silence. After a while, Jim said, �Companion. What do you think, Mister Bill?�
Billy nodded once, hesitantly, then again, with certainty. �I guess that�s it then,� said Jim. He laid a finger on Bunter, �I dub thee companion. Billy�s companion. Bunter.�
�Yes, Mister Phillips,� said Bunter.
Jim quickly reviewed what he had just said. �Oops! Bunter, did I leave you in passive mode?� he asked.
�Only towards yourself, Mister Phillips.�
�Come on, Mister Bill, let�s go to another room and fix this right now. Won�t take a minute, folks,� he said to the others.
�What�s that about?� asked Sue after they had gone.
�Default modes,� Jack said. Jim�s going to reprogram Bunter so he stays in active mode unless told otherwise. It works the other way around now. He took Billy along to make up the phrases, I guess.�
They sat in silence for a while. �A question,� said Sue. �I understand why we want each student to start with a blank companion in the experimental phase. We don�t know what works yet. But does Jim intend to put together some kind of template and sell pre-loaded companions afterwards?�
Jack looked over at her. �Good question,� he said. �I don�t know. It seems like it would be more economical; certainly it would penetrate the market faster.�
She shook her head. �Well, let me put my two cents in. I don�t think you should.�
�Why not?�
�I�ve been thinking about Jim�s resistance training analogy. Suppose I have an exercise machine set with the resistance to high or the seat out of adjustment? What happens to the user?�
Jack shifted in his chair. �I see your point. The user gets either frustrated or hurt. Or both.�
She shook her head. �I think it�s worse than that, Jack. It�s a potent weapon.�
�How so?�
�Suppose that an adult trained a companion to an adult level. Now knock off copies and place them with children. Wouldn�t the adult training be better integrated than the child�s in the companion? Wouldn�t it be able to bend every discussion to a result that the original trainer would have wanted? They wouldn�t be companions anymore. They�d be enforcers.�
Jack looked away. �I�m not sure, Sue.� He looked back at her and said, earnestly, �I hope you�re wrong.�
�Let�s not hope,� she said firmly. �Let�s watch out for it and try to keep it from happening.�
Jim returned at that point. �Billy�s gone out, Dad, with his,� he tasted the word, �companion.� He smiled. �I like that. Companion. Billy�s Bunter.� He picked up on their mood and sobered. �What�s with you two?�
�This evil-minded woman here,� said Jack, �has figured out a way to turn companions into thought police.� He described the method they had discussed. �What do you think?�
Jim rubbed his chin then said, �I don�t know.� He shrugged. �I honestly don�t know. Are you saying we should kill the project?�
�No,� said Sue, firmly. �Even though it�s your gadget, if we don�t do it now then sooner or later somebody else will. If we�re first, we have a chance to set the precedent. Let�s go ahead, but let�s be careful.�
�OK,� said Jim. �We�ve got six weeks to the start of term and I, for one, am going to need every minute. Let�s hit those phones and start recruiting.�

Shortly after the new year, at the start of the new term, the three of them stood together in a doorway at Jefferson Open. �Nice classroom,� said Jack, �It looks good.�
Sue finished greeting another youngster, a little girl, and ushered her and her parents into the room. They already knew all the parents from the interviews, but half the children were transfers and Sue wanted to ease the change for them. �They�re called learning environments here, Jack,� she said, �and yes, it looks very nice.� She surveyed the brightly lit room, half of it carpeted, strewn with big pillows and overlooked by active wall hangings. Billy stood back there, talking with young Phil Mathews. The other half of the room was uncarpeted, scattered with chairs and work tables, each big enough for four little people. �I�m excited, Jack. The room�s great, the idea�s new, and this blended class concept is interesting. The Opens have been keeping first through third graders together in these blended groups for some years now, but it�s new for me. I�m looking forward to it. Twenty-four new chances at the future.�
Jack laid a protective hand on the low set of shelves separating the two areas and smiled; he�d donated some of the books on those shelves. �I�m excited too, Sue.� He glanced at the clock on the wall. �Guess it�s time. Break a leg.�
Sue moved to the center of the work table area and turned on what Jack thought of as her teacher voice, a room-filling but non-threatening projection. �Good morning, everyone! My name is Miss Waters and I am your new teacher.� She laid a hand on the box in its cloth harness at her neck. �This is Jeeves, my companion. Parents, please help your child find a seat at one of the tables up here, then we�ll all see you at three o�clock. Children, take your seats and put on your companions, just the way I have mine here.�
Jack and Jim moved into the hallway outside the room. They had to stand there for some time, greeting the parents as they passed by on their way down the hall to the main entrance. Finally, they were alone and headed down the hallway themselves.
They crossed the open foyer, free of security guards and sniffers. �Why?� the principal had said on Jack�s first visit with Sue. �We�ve never had an incident.� Jack grinned and snapped his fingers a couple of times in reminiscence. They stopped outside the doorway and paused in the sunlight. �Well, Dad,� said Jim. �Looks like we finally have what we want.�
A panel truck was pulled up at a business down the street. Jack could make out the legend Stinson Alarms on the door; on the panel, a steely-eyed Uncle Sam fixed the viewer with a finger pointed through the firm�s slogan: �Eternal Vigilance is the Price of Safety.� He looked over his shoulder, back into the foyer, to see if there was a bust of Jefferson to notice.
�Not yet.� He stopped in the doorway and stared grimly at the panel truck�s slogan. �What we have now is only what we deserve. It took generations of neglect to get this far and it will take generations more to make it right.� Then he turned to his son and smiled, �But it ain�t over �til it�s over, and I think we�ve made a good start.�
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