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THREE FLIGHTS OF Hi-Tech FANCY
You don’t need me to tell you about the incredible advancements in
technology that are occurring nowadays on a regular basis. Just to name a pertinent
few:
n There’s the GPS navigation system in your car (or on a cellphone
app), which provides a detailed route to your destination,
signaling you about each road and turn, letting you know how
much further you need to go and how much time it will take, and
(on some of the phone apps) alerting you to potential traffic or
other trouble spots (including cops) along the way.
n There are movies on demand, allowing you to select movies and
TV shows that you’ve missed during their regular programming
(or just would like to see), to view at a time of your own choosing,
and with the ability to pause, rewind, or fast-forward them as it
suits your purposes.
n There’s the Siri feature on iPhones, which encourages you (i) to
pose factual questions of all sorts to an inquiring screen (“What
can I help you with?”) and receive back from a feminine voice
(who will even use your name if you ask her to) screens full of
accurate and helpful information in return, and (ii) to issue
commands which she can fulfill, such as calling your friends on the
phone or sending them emails that you’ve dictated to her.
Who would have thought, a decade or two back, that such things were not
only possible, but could be offered to broad audiences at reasonable prices? And we
can be reasonably assured that new stuff will be coming our way in the not distant
future – imaginative advances that we don’t even deem possible today.
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So, although I’m by no means a techie, I’ve decided to jump the gun and peer
into a fantasy future. The results are contained in the following three short stories
that I’ve dubbed in the aggregate, Three Flights of Hi-Tech Fancy.
I unbridled my imagination and came up with some fictional possibilities that
could (but probably won’t) become available down the road in the three categories
I’ve mentioned above, to wit:
n GPS With a Twist, featuring a navigational aid that offers some
special routes to take, which result in surprising outcomes;
n Home Movies on Demand, providing the means to revisit moments
from one’s distant past, with a special feature (that I won’t reveal
in advance); and
n Iris in Bloom, starring a cellphone that provides glimpses into the
mindsets of friends, colleagues, and adversaries.
As you’ll see, I’ve had a lot of fun dreaming up these flights of fancy and
building stories around them. I hope you’ll put your rational faculties on hold, read
the tales, and enjoy the experience.
November 2016

Jim Freund
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GPS WITH A TWIST
Harry drove his convertible into the space next to a large purple truck flying
a Confederate flag, got out, stretched his legs, and went into the Roadside Diner for a
cup of coffee. When he returned to his car, the truck was gone, but an odd-looking
object lay on the ground in the vacated space.
It was oval-shaped, about the size of a large cell-phone but plumper, with a
narrow spout at one end and a curved handle at the other. Such a strange-looking
gizmo, thought Harry. He decided to take it into the diner, a good Samaritan
returning a customer’s lost property – probably belonging to the trucker who’d been
parked here and might return to reclaim the thing, whatever it was.
In handling the gizmo, Harry’s index finger brushed across the single button
on its face. A small screen became illuminated, its text asking, “Where would you
like to go?” A feminine voice emanating from the device, not at all robotic, reiterated
the query. Well, whaddya know, Harry deduced – it’s a cockamamie GPS!
He’d become familiar with such devices in his job as a traveling salesman of
hardware products, plying a daily route of small towns in rural New England. At 35
and single, Harry enjoyed being on the road – especially now in summertime, with
the convertible top down. It allowed him to indulge his favorite hobby of
photography, and he kept a quality camera on the passenger seat, for those welcome
times when he stumbled upon worthwhile sights.
In his travels, Harry had developed a real affinity for using GPS technology to
navigate. In addition to the unit installed on the car dashboard, he had a cellphone
app that served the same function. But he’d never seen a GPS that looked like this
device, which bore nothing to identify either the manufacturer or its owner.
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Half-way back to the diner, Harry changed his mind. Something intrigued him
about this odd-looking gizmo with the non-robotic voice. So he formulated a simple
plan. Since my next customer is just a few miles away, and to reach the destination
after that I have to double back and pass the Roadside Diner, I’ll give the device a brief
trial and then drop it off on my return trip.
Back in his car, Harry checked the device for a way to key in his destination,
but nothing protruded except the on-off button he’d inadvertently pressed. His
fingers explored the small screen, to no avail. Hmm, he thought, maybe this is one of
those gadgets operated through voice commands . . . . Let’s give it a try.
“Hey, GPS – I’m going to 340 Main Street in the nearby town of Waterville.”
Following a quick burst of activity on the screen, the female voice said, “Okay, that’s
about two miles down the road. Take a right out of the parking lot, and I’ll direct you
from there on where to turn off.”
And so she did, in tones that were warm-hearted and supportive – even
offering him sincere congratulations on a successful journey as the convertible
pulled up in front of his destination, Waterville Housewares and Hardware.
The experience was so pleasant that it caused Harry – eager to assess the
gizmo’s performance on a more complex project – to change his plan for the return
trip. Instead of dropping off the device at the Roadside Diner, he gave the diner’s
cashier his business card, asking her to “tell anyone who reports a missing GPS to
give me a call.”
Harry’s next scheduled stop was a hardware store in a small hamlet well off
the main road. From past experience, he knew there were several feasible routes to
take. Turning the GPS on, he issued the instruction: “Now, let’s go to 240 Elm Street
in Stanton.”
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The screen bubbled with what seemed to him like genuine enthusiasm. When
things settled down, the female voice came on to explain the alternatives.
“As you can see,” she said, “there is a preferred route to your destination, as
well as a perfectly satisfactory alternate route.” Consulting the screen, Harry
recognized that the two routes identified were the best ways to reach Elm Street in
Stanton.
But now, after a short pause, she resumed speaking. “On occasion – and this
is one of those occasions – we also offer a second alternate route, which is generally
not as direct or quick as the preferred and first alternate routes, but often contains
other redeeming features. So, if you wish to stick with the preferred route, mash the
button one time; if you prefer the first alternate route, mash the button twice; but if
you have a little time on your hands and want to try the second alternate route –
which we’ve dubbed with the acronym of SAR – then mash the button three times.”
Harry was intrigued by this SAR concept, which wasn’t displayed on the
screen – or, he wondered, does that circled asterisk have anything to do with it? Since
he wasn’t in a rush, he decided to give it a try. “I’m interested in SAR,” he said to the
device. “Please display the route and explain what ‘redeeming features’ it might
hold.”
“Sorry,” came back her voice – a little less friendly and more businesslike
now – “but you’ll just have to take both the details of the route and the redeeming
features on faith.”
Harry had never engaged in this sort of informal dialogue with any machine,
let alone a GPS. Fascinated by the concept and not much concerned about possible
adverse consequences, he mashed the button three times.
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The screen cleared and then began posting the elements of the trip, one road
at a time. The gizmo lady’s tone of voice brought to his mind the narrator of a
National Geographic documentary, but her words were standard GPS – “Turn right
in five hundred yards,” that kind of thing. The route was quite convoluted,
containing twists and turns that Harry would never have thought to take on his own.
And then, just as he was starting to become impatient with the unusual
circuit through mostly rural areas, Harry rounded a corner occupied by an old barn
and came upon a dazzling vista. There were open fields dotted with picturesque
hay-stacks and antique farm implements, a babbling brook in the foreground and
scenic hills beyond, plus several dozen photogenic cows grazing off to one side.
Harry eased the convertible to the side of the road, took his camera from the
passenger seat, and proceeded to shoot the landscape from every possible angle.
The superb images were a delightful surprise to him – although he’d made the trip
to Stanton a number of times, he was unaware that this photographic cornucopia
existed along a feasible route.
When he returned to the car, Harry’s mind began to work overtime. Is it
possible, he thought, that whoever is responsible for this device – perhaps the woman
with the intriguing voice – knew I was a serious photographer? Might she have
actually planned the SAR to grant me this fine vista as a “redeeming feature”?
The concept was a difficult one for him to absorb, but so far there had been
nothing else to recommend this route. Nor did anything of note show up on the rest
of the journey, which was a half-hour longer than the standard itinerary. But still,
Harry reflected, it was really worthwhile.
On his next few trips that afternoon, the device offered him no SAR options.
As darkness set in, he headed for home. Although he knew the best route to take,
Harry decided to give GPS another try. Sure enough, the circled asterisk appeared on
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the screen – apparently being the way that SAR possibilities were flagged. And here
came that female voice again, only this time in a much different tonality than her
earlier photo-documentary directions. Am I imagining things, thought Harry – she
actually sounds sexy!
He knew the SAR would add extra minutes to the trip over the standard route
offered – which was, in fact, the route home he usually took – and he was tired after
a long day. But his sense of adventure prevailed, and he tapped the button thrice.
The GPS route, enticingly narrated by the gizmo lady’s sexy voice, took him
through a number of back streets – diversions he could easily have cut off by using
the main road. The waste of time was starting to get on his nerves. But then, as his
convertible made a right turn onto a side street, Harry’s gaze swept upward to a
large lighted picture window on the second floor of a private home. What he saw
caused him to slam on the brakes and pull over to the curb.
Illuminated in the bright window was the shapeliest young woman Harry had
ever encountered. He could tell how shapely the woman was, since she wore
nothing but a skimpy bra and panties. There must have been music playing in her
room, because she performed a series of provocative dance steps while slowly
removing each remaining article of clothing . . . .
When the show ended with a curtain drawn across the window, Harry –
who’d been holding his breath as if under ten feet of water – was finally able to
exhale. He started up his car, completed an otherwise uneventful trip home, and fell
asleep early. His mind was full of dreams – not so much of the woman in the
window, but rather of the fun he’d have with the gizmo the next day.
And fun he did have. On each of his numerous business trips, he consulted
the device, hoping for an intriguing SAR. Although many of the journeys didn’t offer
this bonus, a few of them did, to his ample delight.
5
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On one such SAR, the route took him down an unpopulated back street,
where his car almost ran over a tiny kitten, shaking with fear in the middle of the
road. It just so happened that Harry was an animal lover, a regular donor to the
ASPCA, who was distraught at the number of homeless pets inhabiting American
cities and towns. He hit the brakes, jumped out of the car, and wrapped his arms
around the frightened feline. After satisfying himself that no owner was in the area,
he took the kitten to the nearest animal shelter – extracting a promise from the vet’s
assistant that they’d find the stray a new home.
Harry reflected on the kitty incident an hour later, while he was watching
Law & Order reruns on his bedroom television. How different the gizmo lady’s voice
had been this evening – miles away from the sexy alto that steered him to the
erogenous window display the previous night. This time, it was quite sober, very
earnest – recognizable to him, although he had trouble placing it. Then, by pure
happenstance, he heard it again – the emotional voice on one of those ASPCA ads
sprinkled through the Law & Order reruns, imploring viewers to contribute dollars
to save abandoned and mistreated animals.
When he put together the National Geographic style the gizmo lady used for
the photographic delight, last night’s sexy tone, and today’s animal-rescue pitch, the
proverbial light bulb flashed on above Harry’s head. My God, he thought, her voice is
giving me a clue each time as to what lies ahead!
So the GPS recommendations became something of a guessing game for
Harry. The next day, for instance, the circled asterisk offered him a new SAR through
the streets of a small town he’d traditionally bypassed via the interstate. Hmm, do I
detect what appears to be a Jewish accent in the gizmo lady’s voice and word
choice. . . ? (“Today, dollink, I’m giving you a real mitzvah”) Likely so, because fifteen
minutes later – looming up before him on one of those back streets he’d never
traversed – was a neon sign reading “Moe’s Pastrami Sandwich –Finest You’ll Ever
Taste”. And indeed, once he’d sampled Moe’s specialty, it proved to be just that.
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In his haste to get at the pastrami, Harry left his cellphone in the car. Later,
sliding in behind the wheel, he saw he’d received a voice message on the cell. He
listened to it, while sipping the last drops from the bottle of celery tonic Moe served
with the sandwich.
“Hello, Harry, my name is Joe Semy. You left your card at the Roadside Diner,
where I finally returned today – inquiring if anyone had turned in my lost GPS.
Thanks very much for finding it and reporting the news. It must have dropped out of
the cab of my truck when I went inside that day for a meal. I have a special fondness
for this device, which I’d be embarrassed to tell you about – but you certainly
deserve a reward, which I’ll see that you get when I receive my GPS back. Call me at
917-432-1680 and I’ll arrange to make the pick-up. Thanks again.”
Harry had been enjoying Joe Semy’s GPS so much that he’d forgotten he left
his card at the diner – or even that the device belonged to someone else. Now, an
inner voice, oozing propriety, counseled him to call Joe Semy and arrange for return
of the device – and, of course, he’d decline any reward at all for doing what any good
citizen would have done under the circumstances.
In fact, following such a course was bolstered by Harry’s knowledge that in
any event he wouldn’t be using the device for a while. Just that morning, he’d
received a letter from his car company, informing him that some airbags on his
model weren’t working properly. A recall had been issued, and he should bring the
car in to have it checked as soon as possible.
But Harry didn’t do any of that. He declined to answer Joe’s call or otherwise
arrange for the return of the device; and he decided to wait a week before taking the
car in – reasoning that, in all probability, his airbag worked just fine.
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Now Harry felt the need to share his good fortune with someone, so he chose
his friend Ed. “You won’t believe it, Ed, but this GPS device you see me holding does
some unbelievable things” – and he proceeded to detail the redeeming features he’d
encountered so far.
But Ed, a skeptical sort, wasn’t buying it. “Come on, Harry, what the hell are
you trying to get me to believe? Why, you almost make it sound like there’s a
magical genie bottled up in the gizmo, who offers you special delights when you give
the device a good rub.”
“No, no,” protested Harry, “nothing bizarre like that.” But he couldn’t make
Ed into a believer – especially when, on their test drive together that day, no SAR
came up on the screen. Perhaps, Harry reasoned, the treats are mine alone and can’t
be shared.
Next he decided to test out a few other variables. For instance, he wondered,
what if I’m alone in the car – no Ed around – but it’s a car other than my own
convertible? Borrowing his sister’s sedan for a day, Harry was delighted to receive
the SAR offering – although it turned out that the only pay-off was a promotional
free car-wash, less than he’d anticipated based on the gizmo lady’s hucksterish voice
(albeit a suitable thank-you to his sister for lending him the auto).
Meanwhile, Joe Semy was calling him at regular intervals. Harry had stopped
answering his cellphone, so as not to have to talk to him, but the messages Joe left
were getting angrier.
“This is Joe Semy again. I don’t understand why you’re not answering my
calls. I want to resolve this. I have a very special relationship with my GPS, and it’s
crucial to me to get it back. I don’t want to even think about what I may have to do if
you insist on being non-responsive.”
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Ignoring Joe’s threats, Harry continued to experiment with the device. An
avid skier each winter, Harry delighted in leaving the marked trails to try out new
unmarked paths down the mountain – what he’d heard Europeans refer to as going
“off piste”. So now Harry decided to go off-piste on one of his SARs – deviating from
the meticulously prescribed set of turns indicated by the GPS.
On the particular route being offered, the gizmo lady’s voice featured a mockJapanese accent left over from World War II propaganda films (“This loute will bling
good expelience”); and Harry guessed he was being directed to an out-of-the-way
sushi counter, specializing in the freshest squid in town. But when Harry ventured
off-piste, her voice notification that the directions were being “recalculated” was
bereft of any accent – in fact, she sounded slightly exasperated. And nothing good
happened – sushi-wise or otherwise – on the rest of the trip.
Undeterred, Harry disregarded directions the next day on another SAR. The
gizmo lady’s Irish-flavored offering voice (“It’s one of me fav’rites”) had conjured up
in Harry’s mind a wee rustic theatre headlining six kilted Riverdance step dancers. It
was, he felt, a redeeming feature he could afford to jeopardize.
But at the point that Harry struck out on his own, the seemingly irritated
gizmo lady injected such a dose of sarcasm into the word “recalculating” that he
became frightened as to what might lie in store. Sure enough, several miles down
the off-piste road he struck a camouflaged bump that did something baleful to his
car’s axle – a mishap likely to require an expensive fix in the shop when he brought
the car in for the airbag check.
From then on, Harry eschewed any voluntary off-piste experiments. But, in a
notable stroke of irony on one of his subsequent SARs, he encountered a newly
erected barricade and detour sign. Worried that something adverse might befall him
when he switched over to the detour route, he spent several minutes explaining to
the device that he wasn’t altering course on purpose but just due to the barricade.
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His pleading for tolerance must have worked, because the gizmo’s lady’s
“recalculating” tone wasn’t as harsh this time as it had been with Riverdance. And
although the green eggs and ham he expected from the singsong Dr. Seuss delivery
she’d adopted for that SAR never materialized, nothing negative occurred on the
trip.
A burning question for Harry was what might happen if he actually turned
down one of the SAR’s offered. In fact, he almost tried it out one day when the
standard direction offered, utilizing the main highway, was an excellent route to his
destination. But after a few tortured moments of indecision, he opted to accept the
SAR (which, to his surprise, was offered with no accent at all). However, nothing
special happened on his back street route, which puzzled Harry – Could merely
thinking about turning the SAR down have cancelled my prospective treat?
But, as Harry was soon to learn, he had not been deprived of his redeeming
feature. The lead story on the television news later that night told of a 12-car crash
on the main highway he’d almost chosen, occurring at precisely the time he would
have been speeding down that section of the road. Had he rejected the SAR, he
might well have been demolished in the crash. (Even if not, he would have
encountered a two-hour traffic hold-up.) So, he reasoned, the redeeming feature
doesn’t always lie in something good awaiting me on the SAR, but may consist of
something bad having occurred on the usual route I would otherwise have taken.
Harry, full of gratitude for this escape from possible tragedy, walked over to
the table where he kept the GPS at night, pushed the turn-on button, and spoke to
the device with deep feeling. “I can’t thank you enough for sparing me today from
being involved in that 12-car crash on the main highway – especially since I’m
driving a car with an airbag that may not inflate and probably shouldn’t even be on
the road.” The device blinked several times, but offered no other reply.
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The next day, he received a cellphone message from Joe Semy that was so
threatening Harry considered returning the gizmo without further delay.
“Now I’m really mad, Harry. I know where you can be found, and I’m coming
after you -- to personally pry my beloved GPS out of your thieving hands.”
But before Harry could act on this, the device offered an intriguing SAR – the
gizmo lady’s voice accented to sound almost aboriginal, with several references to
“kemosabe.” Harry, who couldn’t resist the potential adventure, promptly mashed
the button three times to accept.
The route took him down a remote road bordering on a little known Indian
reservation where, it turned out, a tiny gambling casino – housed temporarily in a
spacious tepee – had just opened to the public. Pocketing the gizmo for luck, Harry
lay siege to the crap table, where he held the dice for forty minutes, hitting a bunch
of winning numbers and cashing in a plethora of chips at the wampum window.
The next day, still flush with his casino success, Harry found himself driving
on a rural road, guided by the rosy prospects of a new SAR. The gizmo lady’s accent
and word choice had been distinctly Caribbean (“Oh, mon, plenty day-oh ahead”); he
envisaged a secluded calypso palace featuring multiple steel drums plunking out
venerable Belafonte refrains. Taking little notice of his rural surroundings, Harry
drove with one hand, holding the device in his other, serenading it with his own
version of Jamaica Farewell.
Suddenly, he was shaken out of his reverie by a loud noise coming from
behind his car. A quick glance in the rear-view mirror revealed a large purple truck
rapidly closing in on him.
Before Harry could adjust his speed or take any other evasive action, the
truck steered onto the empty opposite lane, drawing even with the convertible on
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the narrow road. As the cab of the truck neared his window, Harry spied the
Confederate flag flying from an antenna and realized the truck belonged to Joe Semy.
“Hey, Harry, you meathead,” boomed Joe’s loud voice through the open
passenger side window of the truck. “I’ve come to retrieve my GPS that you stole.
Pull your car over onto the shoulder, right now!”
Harry briefly considered making a run for it, reasonably certain that his
convertible could outspeed Joe’s lumbering truck. But what the hell, thought Harry,
he’s located me, he’s deadly serious about reclaiming his GPS, he won’t give up – and
I’ll have to live on edge, always looking over my shoulder to check whether Joe is on my
trail. So, much as he hated to part with the device, Harry decided that the sensible
course was to surrender the GPS to its former owner; and he prepared to ease the
car over to the side of the road.
But evidently he hadn’t acted fast enough for Joe, who snarled, “Stop stalling,
Harry – and if you don’t think I’m serious, here’s a little shove to make my intentions
clear.” Whereupon Joe edged his big truck even closer to Harry’s convertible.
Just then, the road took a curve to the left that Joe failed to factor into his
maneuver. Instead of just a tap on the fender, Joe’s truck lurched into Harry’s car,
which hurtled off the road toward a huge tree directly in its path.
In the instant before being thrown forward by the crash, Harry remembered
the car company’s recall of defective airbags and realized – correctly, as it turned
out – that his was not going to inflate. As the crash occurred and his head jerked
toward the windshield, Harry’s hand inadvertently rubbed across the face of the
gizmo he’d been holding.
In the next split second, a huge female genie – dressed in a colorful harem
outfit and sporting a Dolly Parton-size chest – burst from the gizmo’s tiny spout and
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dove head-first into the shrinking space between the steering wheel, Harry’s face,
and the windshield. She took the full force of the blow, crumpling at the impact.
Harry opened his eyes. The car had been totaled, the gizmo was in a hundred
shards, but he – although shaken – was alive and in one piece. Far down the road, he
could make out Joe Semy’s truck, fleeing the scene.
His gaze lit on the genie, fatally punctured and rapidly losing body contour,
exiting the convertible over the door on the passenger side. “Wait,” cried Harry,
“don’t leave. You saved my life – perhaps at the cost of your own. What made you act
so heroically?”
Her voice – the voice that had provided him with so much recent pleasure –
now had the timbre of an old Bette Davis bedside death scene. “It was mainly the
guilt I felt over offering you an enticing SAR, when I knew the car should have been
in the shop being fitted for a new airbag. That, and the need to provide you with one
final redeeming feature in lieu of Belafonte . . . .”
By now she was out of the car and headed for a nearby wooded area,
presumably to perish on her own terms. “Come back,” Harry pleaded, but now all he
heard was a distant voice wailing, “You can’t put the genie back into the bottle . . . .”
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HOME MOVIES ON DEMAND
So there I was, a few Saturdays ago, on one of my rare trips to the junkyard in
our small town of Fillmore. I’d gotten the marching orders from Mildred, my second
wife, uttered in her inimitable direct style – “Ralph, get rid of all that crap left over
from your first marriage!”
Well, I’ve learned not to resist the woman in her take-no-prisoners mood, so I
dutifully crammed my car with several lamps and lacquered tables that were near
and dear to Mildred’s predecessor. After offloading the stuff in a section of the dump
reserved for cast-off items, I spent a few minutes checking out articles of property
abandoned by other folk.
Before long my eyes lit on a small antiquated television set, complete with
what we used to call a “rabbit ears” antenna perched atop. Now it just so happened
that I was in the market for a small TV. There’s a large set in our den, but Mildred
and I often want to watch different programs – like football games vs. cooking
shows. (Guess which side of that controversy I’m on – and what’s the usual
outcome.) I keep a small home office, just off our second bedroom, and I figured that
having my own TV in there could avoid tussles with Mildred over viewing
preferences.
But I certainly wasn’t looking for an old beat-up TV with rabbit ears. After all,
the new sets weren’t that expensive, and I had my eye on one particular model in a
local appliance store. So, I was about to pass this relic by when I noticed an envelope
taped to its side, addressed “To whom it may concern.”
My curiosity piqued, I opened the envelope and removed a single sheet of
yellow notepad paper, on which the following letter had been handwritten:
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“To whom it may concern:
If you’re reading this, I assume you may have some interest in
the television set it’s attached to. I’ve owned this set since 1947 –
almost 70 years now – and it’s given me dependable (if not up-todate) service all that time. It also features, as you’ll discover, a special
wrinkle – but only if you take it home, since I’m not spilling the beans
on this to mere passers-by.
The sole reason I’m abandoning this set is that my third wife
hasn’t stopped complaining about it since we got hitched a few years
ago – it doesn’t “fit” with our other furniture, it makes us look like
we’re living back in the stone age, that kind of stuff. So, to save our
marriage, I finally gave in. But all I can say is that this TV set deserves
its own second marriage – hopefully, a better one than my third. So
take it home and put the damn thing to good use.”
The letter was unsigned – which I figured was because the writer didn’t want
the neighbors reading his complaints about wife number three.
Well, what can I say – the letter, with its reference to a “special wrinkle”,
really hooked me. It wasn’t going to cost me anything to test the timeworn TV – and
if it didn’t work out, I’d just return it to the dump and buy the one I’ve had my eye
on. As for Mildred – who would probably voice complaints similar to those of the
former owner’s third wife, if the set were heading for our den – I doubted she’d
object to it residing in my little office, a room that others rarely entered.
So I hoisted the set and its antenna into the trunk of my car and brought it
home. Truth be told, I didn’t take it into the house right away, but rather waited for a
time when Mildred would be out – just in case she’d have any objection to a
junkyard relic inhabiting our abode. The safe moment came later that afternoon,
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when she went downtown to buy food for dinner. I carried the TV up to my office,
placing it on a small bench near the window.
Looking the set over, I saw that it had no controls other than an on-off switch
and two manually operated knobs for changing channels and voice volume. The only
portals were for the power cord and antenna.
“Dummy!” I castigated myself, upon realizing that this TV wouldn’t be able to
operate through our cable system. The only channels available were the original 2
through 13, making it a clear non-starter.
It’s no secret that over the years I’ve become addicted to all those multiple
cable channels – not only to view sports but for many other programs as well, and
especially movies. I’m a retired guy nowadays, with hours of spare time, so I watch a
whole lot of cinema. In fact, my favorite channels are those offering “movies on
demand.” The whole idea of being able to choose what I want to view, from a broad
array of offerings, has simply been irresistible.
But since I’d already taken the trouble to bring the old set into the house, I
decided to check out what it might have to offer. So I plugged the cord into the wall
socket, turned the TV on, and twisted the knob to channel 2. It took a while to warm
up, but when the display came on, it caught me by surprise. The college football
game on was being aired in black & white, and a quick tour of the other channels
confirmed that they all lacked color.
Then I remembered the former owner noting he’d acquired the set in 1947.
That was the year I turned ten, not long after World War II ended; and as I now
recalled, those early TV’s broadcasted only in black & white.
And that wasn’t all. Today in 2016 we’ve come to expect absolute clarity in
our TV picture, but this wasn’t the case 70 years ago. The reception on every
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channel of the set contained a shadowy double image that no twist of the rabbit-ears
could eliminate. As for the sound, it was muffled and fuzzy at best.
Well, at that point, I’d seen and heard enough. I decided to lug the set back
down to the car – Mildred was still out shopping – and return it to the junkyard.
Then I happened to notice there was an extra unmarked space on the dial
between channels 13 and 2. I speculated that this was probably put there to house
channel 1 should it ever came about, as eventually it did. Curious as to whether
anything inhabited the spot now, I turned the knob to that location.
A picture came on, sputtered for a few moments, and then became clear
enough for me to make out a small room, seemingly bare except for a cot along one
wall. Lying on the cot was a man whose age and features were difficult to discern
given the shaky video reception. He appeared to be waking up from a deep sleep.
Rubbing his eyes, he raised himself to a sitting position and said – his voice carrying
an overtone of Jimmy Stewart – “Well, it’s about time.”
I played with the angle of the rabbit ears to improve the picture. It helped
enough for me to see he was a balding elderly man of my generation, wearing a
jacket and bow tie, who seemed to be peering out at me through thick horn-rimmed
glasses.
“So you’re the new owner,” the man said. “I’ve been waiting a long while to
meet you. What’s your name?”
As hard as it was to believe, the man on the cot did appear to be talking
directly to me. Could that be? Well, I figured, I’ll find out by answering his question
and asking him one.
“I’m Ralph Dawson. And who the hell are you?”
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The man, who didn’t reply right away, seemed to be consulting a small
booklet he’d taken from his jacket pocket.
“Let’s see,” he said, thumbing through the pages, “are you the Ralph Dawson
who lives at 28 Elm Drive in the town of Fillmore?”
It was my correct address, so I nodded affirmatively. A few moments passed,
and then the man said, “I’ll ask again – is that you?”
“Yes,” I replied, “Didn’t you see me shake my head in reply?”
“Oh, I get it,” said the man. “You probably think that just because we’re
talking, I can also see you – and thus I should have picked up on your nod. But I can’t
see you – I’m just able to hear what you say. Anyway, hello, Ralph. My name is Cecil.”
It was absurd – I was holding a personal conversation with someone I didn’t
know by means of an unidentified channel on a 1947 television set. So I asked him –
in an agitated voice, I guess – “Okay, Cecil, what the hell is going on here?”
Cecil responded in a soothing tone. “Now please be calm, Ralph – I realize this
must come as something of a surprise to you. But if you’ll just bear with me for a few
moments, you’re in for a real treat – a special wrinkle that’s not available elsewhere
to you or anyone else.”
I recognized the words “special wrinkle” from the note in the envelope. Did it
refer to my ability to carry on a conversation with this guy through the old
television set? Such a feature, I had to admit, was clearly special, although likely to
get tedious pretty fast.
“All right, Cecil, I’m listening.”
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“Good,” said Cecil. “I call the service I’m offering here, ‘Home Movies on
Demand’. If you watch a lot of television nowadays, you’re probably a fan of those
‘movies on demand’ stations featured by the cable channels. But the only cinema
you can access there is Hollywood stuff, plus an occasional indie. What I’m offering
you here, for your viewing enjoyment, are home movies – special moments from
your own early years, up to when you turned ten in 1947 – albeit in black & white, a
little fuzzy, and often with muffled sound. ”
“Wait a minute,” I interrupted, my voice beginning to show agitation again,
“how in hell can you –“
“Let me give you a sample,” said Cecil, cutting me off. “Remember your Uncle
Shep, the relative you worshipped as a young lad, but who sadly died in 1949. Now
take a gander at you and Shep, back when you were in the second grade.”
As Cecil said this, the screen fluttered briefly before shifting from the room
with the cot to the front seats of an early post-war automobile. (Cecil’s face
remained on screen in the upper right corner.) A heavy-set man was driving – he
looked familiar, but it was hard to make out his features in the grainy black & white
double image. . . . Then I saw that he was wearing a boutonniere on the lapel of his
jacket – the unvarying trademark of my Uncle Shep. And sure enough, as I peered at
him more closely, it was Shep all right.
My gaze then shifted to the boy in the passenger seat, who appeared to be
about eight years old, and was wearing a corduroy shirt and knickers. By God, I
realized, it was me!
Although the voices were scratchy, I could make out the dialogue taking place
between the two of us.
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“Okay, Ralphie,” said Uncle Shep, “now how much is 138 plus 286?”
After a pause of several seconds, I replied, “424.”
Uncle Shep, a big smile on his face, turned away from the road and toward
my young self. “Correct! That’s terrific – you sure are a smart one, Ralphie my
lad. . . .”
The scene of the car interior then disappeared from the screen, replaced by
the small room where Cecil remained seated on the cot.
No longer agitated, I’d now become ecstatic. “Oh, that was great – getting to
see my favorite relative, Uncle Shep, who I liked so much. And witnessing how good
I was at math back then – it’s been one of my strengths ever since. . . . What a
marvelous “special wrinkle” you’ve developed, Cecil – how on earth do you manage
it?”
“Well, that’ll have to remain my secret. But Ralph, recreating scenes like that
is not my special wrinkle.”
I was puzzled and asked him, “If it isn’t, then what is?”
Cecil paused briefly, plainly savoring the moment. “I have the power to
change any of those recollected moments.”
Things were once again getting out of hand. “Oh, come on, Cecil, that’s
absurd.”
“No, it’s true. I’ve developed this as a specialty, because it buttresses a theory
I’ve dedicated my life to advocating.”
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“What’s that?”
“It’s that life is basically a series of chance occurrences – some due to
voluntary decisions we make or actions we take, some simply random incidents –
that can have real consequences down the road. I call it “sheer happenstance.” If
these experiences didn’t happen, your life might have turned out much differently.
And this kind of stuff can even occur way back in your childhood.”
I’d heard this sort of thing before and was well aware of the countervailing
point of view. “I guess you don’t put much store in the notion that what you call
sheer happenstance is actually part of someone’s larger plan – a superior being, if
you will, pulling the strings behind all this stuff.”
Cecil snorted. “Well, if there is someone behind the curtain, he or she works
in some mighty mysterious and complex ways.”
“I’ll second that.”
“And as a counter to that point of view, I like to quote one of your modern
thinkers, the physicist Stephen Hawking, who said, “I have noticed that even people
who claim everything is predetermined, and that one can do nothing to change it” –
here Cecil paused briefly in order to emphasize the punch line – “look before they
cross the road.”
“Oh, that’s a good quote. But let me ask you – are the consequences you’re
talking about good ones or bad ones?”
“They can be either – or neither, but just something different . . . . You seem
skeptical, Ralph, so let me give you an example. Take that car scene you just played
out with Uncle Shep. I’ll just tinker with it a little, and let’s see what we get.”
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After a few moments of screen static, the same car setting came into
recognizable focus again, with Uncle Shep speaking to me.
“Okay, Ralphie,” he said, “now how much is 138 plus 286?”
My young self paused for a moment and then replied, “404.”
As Shep’s eyes turned from the road toward me, his face twisted into an
angry scowl. “Wrong! You’re off by twenty – you didn’t carry the two from the
second column. What’s the matter with you, Ralphie – you want to be a dope all
your life? I’m ashamed to call you my nephew. . . .”
The screen then went dark briefly before the bare room reappeared. “See
how easy it is to do?” Cecil chortled from his cot.
Frankly, I was stunned. “I see, but I don’t like it. . . .” And then, after some
further contemplation, I asked, “Anyway, how does that change things?”
“Well, in the first place, what’s your view of Uncle Shep now?”
The answer flowed out of me without a second thought. “Uncle Shep, with
that ridiculous boutonniere – why he’s a bastard, a bully, and an insufferable
braggart. As some wag once said of another such blowhard, he was ‘a self-made man
who worshipped his creator.’ I never cared for him.”
“Well,” said Cecil, “I can see you’re someone like me who values a good quip.
How about this one, from Isaac Asimov: ‘People – like your Uncle Shep – who think
they know everything are a great annoyance to those of us who do.’ . . . But anyway,
see what I mean? A minute ago, you were singing Shep’s praises.”
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“. . . . By God, I was. . . . And the whole thing just turned on whether I got the
right or wrong answer to his arithmetic problem. . . . Well, Cecil, I can see what
you’re capable of – but if you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to the original version.”
Cecil shook his head slowly from side to side. “Oh, I guess I forgot to mention,
but once one of these scenes is changed, you can’t go back to how it was originally.
We only get one bite at the apple.”
“You mean that Uncle Shep, long deceased, will now always be –“
“— He’ll be a pariah, poor guy. But actually, the retroactive damage could
have been much worse.”
“How so?”
“If Shep’s critique of your arithmetic ability were backdated to 1948, it might
have caused you to develop a psychological block against adding numbers; and if so,
you could lack the math competence you have today. But fortunately Uncle Shep
lived in the midwest, so you didn’t see him too often before his early death – and
meanwhile, I have it on good authority that your third-grade homeroom teacher
recognized little Ralphie’s raw talent and provided positive feedback sufficient to
overcome any adverse effects of Shep’s tirade.”
Well, I was certainly thankful to hear that – although just to make sure, I
promptly proceeded to check the accuracy of Cecil’s assessment by running the
times-eight table through my head.
“And by the way,” said Cecil, “the changes we concoct here aren’t all negative
– in fact, some can be quite positive. . . . In that regard, let me ask you – do you
consider yourself an optimist or a pessimist?”
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I thought about his question for a moment. “I guess I’m an optimist – I usually
see the glass as half full.”
As I was to see, Cecil had a pair of quips prepared for whatever my response
might have been. “You know the definition of an optimist – someone who falls off
the Empire State Building, and after 50 floors says, ‘So far, so good’!”
I laughed. “Well, maybe I’m not that much of an optimist.”
“By the way,” said Cecil, “there’s something to be said for the other tendency.
As the columnist George Will put it, ‘The nice part about being a pessimist is that
you are constantly being either proven right or pleasantly surprised’.”
I let that sink in. “ Hey, I never thought of it that way. But now that we’re on
the subject, I recall that old curmudgeon W.C. Fields, waxing philosophical on the
subject: ‘Start every day with a smile and get over it’.”
“I wish I had a drum set – I’d give you a solid rim shot on that one.”
We were silent for a few moments. Sure, I may have an optimistic
predilection, but I was reluctant to yield control to this unknown geezer on the cot.
“Here’s the thing, Cecil – are you going to do all the scene-changing here? Do I have
to trust you to always be watching out for me?”
His reply came without hesitation. “No, the way I like to handle it is for us to
alternate turns. On the ones where you choose, just paint me a mental picture of
what the incident was, and how you’d like to change it.”
Well, what could I say? The whole thing fascinated me, and I had to go along.
Still, I needed to clarify a few ground rules, like this one.
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“Are the effects of the change just emotional or psychological, as with Uncle
Shep? Or can there be physical – even bodily – changes?”
Cecil pondered this for a moment before replying. “I suppose there can be,
although I’ve never tried to give someone a nose job.”
Well, the time had come for me to try this out. “Okay, it’s my turn, and I’ve got
a simple one in mind to see if the thing works. It takes place back when I was six and
entering the first grade. The school required that every kid have a smallpox
vaccination. At the time, we had no regular family doctor. After waiting until the last
possible day, my mother took me to a quack who performed vaccinations in the back
room of a candy store down the block.”
“Doesn’t sound like a very sterile environment.”
“No kidding. Anyway, the guy screwed it up, and I had pus coming out of my
arm for almost a year. We had to bandage the wound every day – it hurt like hell and
was a real annoyance. In fact, it left a noticeable scar on my left upper arm that’s still
visible today. If she’d gone to a regular doctor, this would never have happened.
How about changing history here?”
“I think we can handle that” said Cecil. “Now tell me what street the candy
store was on. . . .”
I gave Cecil some information he needed, and before I knew it, a scene was
flashing of my mother and me entering the candy store, Cecil observing it from the
upper right corner of the screen. She asked the man behind the counter where to get
me vaccinated, and he directed us to a back room.
The camera didn’t follow us back there. For the next few minutes, the only
activities shown were some kids putting pennies on the counter to buy bubble gum.
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Then mom and I emerged from the back room, with me clutching my upper arm and
screaming in pain.
“That’s it!” I said to Cecil .“That’s exactly how I remember the moment. I don’t
have any memory of what happened in the back room because I closed my eyes once
I got in there.”
“Well. that’s why I couldn’t pick up the back room scene on the video. . . . But
now let’s change what happened.”
The new scene began with us entering the candy store and my mother asking
the man behind the counter where to find the quack. But now, instead of pointing to
the back room, the counterman shook his head and explained that the quack wasn’t
around that day. Mom looked pained – she probably realized that time was running
out before school would start. But the man then said something I couldn’t hear and
pointed to a building across the street. The camera showed us crossing over to
where a real doctor’s office was located, and did a slow dissolve as we went in the
door.
Cecil purred. “And the rest, as they say, is history.”
“Oh, that’s much better.”
“So now,” said Cecil, “check and see if you still have the same scar on your left
arm.”
I rolled up my sleeve and, amazingly, there was no scar. “Wow!” was all I
could muster up to say.
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Cecil didn’t even pause to savor the moment. “Now it’s my turn. I want to
make up for besmirching the memory of Uncle Shep by giving you a good one. And
now that I’ve had some time to study you a little, I know just the right thing.”
The screen lit up to display a scene of my family on the street outside the
house we lived in when I was a young kid. Everyone was getting into the family car –
everyone, that is, except me. I remained standing on the porch, next to our maid.
“Remember this time, Ralph?” said Cecil. “The family was taking a trip to
Atlantic City – the old Atlantic City, with the beach, the boardwalk, the Steel Pier,
and the Miss America contest, before all those casinos invaded the place. Except that
little Ralphie had a bad cold and couldn’t go along – you had to stay home under the
maid’s care.”
“Of course I remember – what a disappointment that was.”
“Well, now I’ve changed it. Your cold has been cured and you’re good to go.”
Sure enough, when the screen came back on, I was jumping into the back seat
of the car, eager to embark on an exciting trip.
It was miraculous, I had to admit, but the pragmatist in me soon took over,
resulting in a muted quality to my gratitude. “Well, Cecil, I do appreciate what
you’ve done. And I’m sure that when I get around to searching back in my memory
bank, it will now contain a vivid first view of the ocean. But frankly, in terms of an
immediate benefit for me, it does seem a little pointless.”
Just then our front doorbell rang, and I went down to answer it. The FedEx
driver was delivering a package. In place of the sender’s name, there was a large
capital “C”. I opened the package on the spot, and whaddya know – it was a big box
of salt water taffy!
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Returning to my office, I thanked Cecil profusely for my “70-year deferred
gift.”
“You’re welcome,” he said, “better late than never” – which he followed with
a riff on the biblical “three score and ten.”
Then he sighed and said, “Well, that’s enough for today” – untying his shoes,
taking a long swig from a flask he produced out of an inner jacket pocket, and lying
down on the cot. “It was pretty exhausting – and at this age, I need my rest.”
“Hey, Cecil, I noticed you just took a big swallow of what I’m assuming was an
alcoholic beverage. Is that good for you?”
He smiled. “Let me answer that in the words of Johnny Carson: ‘I know a man
who gave up smoking, drinking, sex, and rich food. He was healthy right up to the
day he killed himself.’”
***
When we reconvened the next day, it was my turn. I’d come up with a good
one, but probably difficult for Cecil to pull off – a real test of his ability.
“Here’s the story, Cecil. My mother was keen on her little eight-year-old boy
playing the piano, but I wasn’t too interested. I took lessons, but grudgingly. She
wanted me to practice scales, while I yearned to be outside playing baseball with my
friends. I seemed to lack any talent for the keyboard. In Billy Wilder’s words, I had
‘Van Gogh’s ear for music.’ In particular there was a 24-note arpeggio that I simply
couldn’t master.”
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Cecil interrupted. “Hey, Ralph, before you go any further, there’s a great story
they tell about Mozart that’s in point here. When a fan asked him for tips on writing
a symphony, he suggested beginning with some simple lieder and work up to it. ‘But
Herr Mozart,’ replied the fan, ‘you were writing symphonies when you were eight.’
To which Mozart replied, ‘Yes, but I never asked anybody’.”
I chuckled briefly, but then Cecil was all business.
“Let’s get this on the screen,” he said, “What room of your house was the
piano in?”
“The living room.”
After a short pause, he said, “Okay, I’ve got it. Here you are with your mother
during one of those tedious practice sessions.”
Sure enough, there we were on the screen – my mother in a chair near the
piano, me on the piano bench, with a baseball glove alongside the seat. My mother is
gesticulating toward the keys with both hands, directing me to start in practicing,
while I’m pointing to my glove, impatient to get outside.
“That’s it exactly,” I said. “Today, though, I wish I could play the piano. It
would be a great activity for me in retirement. If only I’d taken those lessons
seriously. . . . But what did I know at eight years old?. . . Anyway, that’s the change I’d
like to make.”
“No problem,” said Cecil. The screen went dark for a few seconds and then
the same scene came up, with Cecil smiling at his handiwork from the upper right
corner – only this time, I’m banging away furiously at the keys, my mother is
beaming with delight, and the baseball glove is presumably reposing under the
bench.
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“Hey, that’s terrific,” I shouted to Cecil over my shoulder as I darted out the
door and scampered down the stairs to the living room. I sat down at the keys of the
family piano and, minutes later, I was playing that damn 24-note arpeggio I’d never
been able to master.
But sadly, as I lingered at the keyboard, that seemed to be all I was capable of
doing – nothing else recognizable found its way to my fingers.
When I returned to my office, I acknowledged to Cecil my conquest of the
arpeggio, but – in a regrettable display of ingratitude – complained about my futility
elsewhere on the keys.
“Well, what do you expect?” Cecil responded in a dismissive tone.
“Remember the answer the cop gave the driver who asked him, ‘How do I get to
Carnegie Hall?’ – ‘Practice, practice, practice’.”
And, I was forced to admit, Cecil had a point. . . .
“Now it’s my turn,” said Cecil. “So far, I’ve given you a bad one and a good
one. But sometimes when we’re dealing with this kind of stuff – matters of sheer
happenstance – the results are more ambiguous or mixed. I’m about to provide you
with an example of this.”
I had a feeling I might not be happy with the negative part of the mix, but at
least Cecil would be offsetting it with a positive, which he didn’t have to do. . . .“Okay,
I’m game. What’ll it be?”
“Well, when you were eight, your parents sent you for the summer to a sleepaway camp, which you hated. Too much discipline, a freezing lake you were forced
to swim in early every morning, terrible food – the works.”
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“Ouch – I remember it all too well.”
“So when the next summer rolled around and your father was intent on
sending you back to the camp, you put up a big fight not to go. But he insisted. Here’s
a silent scene that shows the struggle.”
Indeed it did. My father was shaking his fist at me, I was crying – and you
could tell the dust-up was about that summer’s activity because, in prominent view
on the floor between us, was a large duffle bag crammed with all my camp clothes.
The memory was still painful after all these years. “Well, at nine, I couldn’t
win that argument – so off I went for another terrible summer.”
“Right,” said Cecil, and then, grinning impishly, he added, “but now we’re
going to change that result. Just watch.”
On the screen, the tussle between me and my father continued for a few
moments, until suddenly my mother stepped in between us and said something like,
“If that’s the way you feel, Ralphie, you don’t have to go.” My adolescent face lit up,
and I gave her a big hug – while my father walked away disgruntled.
“Hurrah!” my octogenarian self asserted. “No more diving into that icy
water.”
“True enough,” said Cecil. “But as I mentioned before, there’s often a
downside that tends to balance out the good. Do you know what it is here?”
I thought about that for a few moments, but then told Cecil I couldn’t come up
with anything.
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“Well, that summer of your ninth year, when your father forced you to go
back to camp, was when you met your fellow camper Matt Howard. Even though he
came from Hartford – so the two of you went to different schools and had no
acquaintances in common – he became one of your best lifelong friends. And he
remained so until passing away two years ago. Now, with our replay and your
having been excused from attending camp that year – and with no other way for the
two of you to have gotten together – you never met Matt.”
“Oh, no,” I exclaimed, “that’s not good. Why, Matt even came to my 75th
birthday party and gave me a gift of this engraved pen holder right here on my desk
. . . . That’s funny, where is it? . . . And over there on the wall, look at the picture of
Matt and me the last time we played tennis. . . .” But when I checked out the spot
where the photo had been, in its place was a small poster of Roger Federer wearing
a Rolex watch.
I decided I didn’t like that sort of trade-off. But since it was now my turn, I
chose something that could only be beneficial. It involved a girl named Dora in my
fourth grade class – so damn cute, and with the biggest dimple you ever saw in her
left cheek.
This was about the age when boys were noticing girls, but I didn’t have a clue
how to go about that kind of stuff. So on the day when Dora strode over to my desk
and put the question to me, “Will you be my boyfriend?” I was flustered. Not
knowing what that entailed and a little scared by the concept, I mustered up some
inadequate reply – admitting the attraction, but unready to commit (to whatever
being her boyfriend meant).
I still remember Dora’s eyes welling up in tears as she ran out of the room. It
had taken some courage on her part to pop the question, and my rejection was
undoubtedly painful. Although we spent many more years in the same class, she
never deigned to speak to me after that day.
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So I told Cecil about Dora, and concluded with, “I’ve always wondered what
would have happened if I’d answered ‘yes’ to Dora’s ‘boyfriend’ invitation. Can we
play that out?”
“Well, that might not be easy,” said Cecil, “but let me see if I can at least
conjure up the actual scene with Dora.” After some flickering, a cute little girl with a
big dimple on her left cheek appeared on the screen, approached a boy (who I
recognized as myself), said something that was probably those magic words, and
fled the room in tears after my unsatisfactory response.
Cecil looked pleased with what he’d been able to accomplish. “Okay, Ralph,
the answer is yes,” he said, “I can do what you want – assuming you’re willing to live
with the consequences.”
That sounded a little ominous, so I asked, “Do you know something I don’t
know?”
“I know a lot. . . .”
That was even more ominous. . . . “Well, isn’t there some way you can give me
a preview of coming attractions – and then, if I don’t like what I see, we don’t have to
make the change.”
The old man on the cot frowned. “That’s highly irregular – it would take some
serious engineering. . . .”
“You can do it, Cecil – please.”
He thought for a few seconds prior to replying. “Okay, but just this once – no
more free previews before the die is cast. And by the way, the preview won’t appear
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on your screen, because then I lose control over it – it’ll come to you in some other
form. . . . So, now let’s assume you answered ‘yes’ to Dora’s query. Here’s a preview
of what would have happened.”
In the next moment, the atmosphere in Ralph’s office mutated into a sort of
haze, revealing in the doorway a woman of his vintage – but not well-preserved –
who was screaming irritably at him. “Ralphie, what the hell are you doing in this
miserable little room? You’ve got chores to do – take out the garbage, change the oil
in the car, clean up that mess in the garage – get off your ass and back to work.” And
through the haze, Ralph could see on the left cheek of her wrinkled face the remains
of that memorable dimple. . . .
“Thanks, Cecil,” I said, as the haze and Dora’s image disappeared, “but I think
I’ll pass on this one.”
Cecil chuckled, “I couldn’t see Dora, but hearing her voice and those drill
sergeant words brings to mind one of the great Churchill stories. Following a
spirited argument he had with Lady Astor, she said to him, ‘Winston, if you were my
husband, I’d put poison in your coffee.’ To which Churchill snapped back, ‘If you
were my wife, I’d drink it.’”
***
Well, it went on like this between Cecil and me for a few days more. Since I
was limited to the events of my earliest years, the changes I sought began to take on
a minor league quality – like the switch on spinach.
My mother frequently served the vegetable, accompanied by her insistent
claim that it would make me stronger. Back in those early days, however, I disliked
spinach intensely, never eating more than the minimum I could get away with.
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But from my current vantage point as an incipient octogenarian, it now
occurred to me that if I’d listened to my mother, I would probably be in better shape
today. So Cecil and I devised a family dinner table scene, altered to have me showing
genuine interest in consuming a huge bowl of spinach. Within minutes after the
scene ended, my right forearm – heretofore somewhat shriveled by age – swelled to
Popeye-esque proportions, and a corncob pipe appeared in the side of my mouth.
As for Cecil’s choices, the ones he labeled “good” were rarely as beneficial as I
might have hoped. For instance, Cecil reminded me how, at age seven, I’d longed for
a Dick Tracy ring that, when you peered into it, allowed you to see around corners.
Boys who were lucky discovered this gem as a premium contained in certain cereal
boxes. But no package of my family’s cereal ever produced the magical ring for me –
just a whole bunch of tiny plastic automobiles and other useless doodads.
So Cecil changed my luck; and within minutes after young Ralphie opened
the prize-worthy cereal carton on the TV screen, the much desired ring plunked
itself down on my office desk. But I’m ashamed to report that, notwithstanding some
real effort on my part, I just couldn’t get it to function. Evidently its ability to peer
around corners required a dose of dexterous manipulation by a seven year-old.
It also proved to be an embarrassment when my wife Mildred came upon me
the next day, clinging to one side of a wall corner and squinting into the ring. “What
in blazes are you up to, Ralph?” she demanded to know. I’m afraid my mumbled
reply failed to allay her suspicion that her geezer hubby was losing it.
But it was Cecil’s “bad” ones that began to frighten me, culminating in this
potential horror. My dad had always owned a gun – a Colt 45 that he treasured – and
used to let me play with it, although my mother was aghast. “Don’t worry, dear,“
he’d reassure her, “the gun isn’t loaded.”
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“Remember that?’ asked Cecil – a recollection I dutifully acknowledged.
“Well, here’s what I’m going to do. . .”
“Wait!” I cried. “Don’t load it.”
“Not to worry,” said Cecil. “The bullet will miss your head by a minimum of
two inches.”
***
That was the last straw. I probably would have kept at these shenanigans if I
were initiating all the changes, but Cecil wouldn’t hear of it. “Look, Ralph, it’s my
own role in this that keeps me going. I’m hooked on the challenge to see what I can
come up with – all in the service of proving my point about sheer happenstance
ruling our lives.”
But for me, the risk had become too much. And there was another thing too.
As I went through these minor tribulations and reflected on the arc of my life, I came
to realize that things had generally worked out pretty well for me. And this caused
me to ask myself the key question – did I really want to tinker with the results?
I’d long been enamored of a marvelous lyric by Alan and Marilyn Bergman to
one of my favorite Michel Legrand songs, On My Way to You. Sure, the subject there
was romantic love, but I’d always considered the insight as being applicable to other
things as well. Here’s the closing verse of the song: “If I had changed a single day /
what went amiss or went astray / I may have never found my way to you / I
wouldn’t change a thing that happened / on my way to you.”
“And so, Cecil,” I said, “much as I’ve enjoyed it, I’ve decided to call a halt to
our association.”
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Cecil’s voice conveyed his dismay. “Well, I have to tell you, Ralph, I’m
disappointed. Especially since – unlike the last guy who had the TV – this seems to
be your own decision, not just something you’re doing to satisfy your wife. . . . Well,
that’s your choice to make. . . . I have only one request.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“That you take the TV set back to the junkyard, put it in the same spot you
found it, and reattach the letter that was in the envelope, blaming his wife. . . . Don’t
add anything about taking too much risk or screwing up your life. I’m hoping I’ll find
a new playmate one of these days.”
I did as he instructed, feeling a little pang while depositing the TV in its
former junkyard spot. “So long, Cecil,” I said – “I hope the right guy comes along
before too long.”
***
That evening, while Mildred was out dining with an old friend, I sat in the den
– back to ordering movies on demand through a cable channel on our regular
television set. My first choice was the Humphrey Bogart classic, Casablanca. I’d seen
it many times, but still enjoyed it thoroughly – that is, until the final scene.
It’s the one where, in a moment of real magnanimity, Bogart sends off his
great love, Ingrid Bergman, on the plane with her Resistance-hero husband Paul
Henried – while Bogart, having shot the German general, marches off to the nearby
Free French garrison with his new friend, police chief Claude Raines.
“Wait a minute!” I found myself shouting at the television screen. ”Hey, Bogey
– forget your new buddy Claude, and all that mushy stuff about Paul’s good cause.
Sprint over to the plane before it takes off, pull Ingrid out of her seat, and whisk her
back to Rick’s bar. And let Raines take care of Henreid when he rounds up ‘the usual
suspects.’. . . .”
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IRIS IN BLOOM
Although a decade older than the millennials who grew up on tablets and
cellphones, Nick Sutton treasured his iPhone and spent hours navigating its many
features and intricacies.
In particular, Nick often held extended dialogues with Siri, the information
maiden – peppering her with queries on a great variety of topics and savoring the
breadth and accuracy of her responses. Though he disputed the allegation, several of
his pals claimed that Nick’s penchant for holding his lady friends to Siri’s high
standards of knowledge – standards the women found impossible to meet – was
largely responsible for his mid-30’s single status.
In recent months, however, Nick had come to realize that Siri failed to
provide total satisfaction. It nagged at him that her stupendous knowledge was
limited to factual information – Who won Super Bowl XXIV? What’s the longest river
in Bhutan? When did the world’s population first exceed one billion? Where’s the
nearest Starbucks? Good stuff, to be sure, for Jeopardy participants and such –
although he felt that, with a little extra effort, much of it would be obtainable
through a Google search (or even, in the old days, the pages of a competent
almanac).
Nick was aware that Apple (which owned Siri) and other tech companies
were looking for ways to advance artificial intelligence and robotics to better meet
human needs. One promising development, he’d heard, was to input the user’s
speech patterns and emotions into the system to provide individualized results. But
even that wouldn’t satisfy Nick’s yearning.
Although realizing that what he had in mind exceeded the capacity of current
technology, he wanted to receive advice that would help him strategize about issues
he’d be facing in both his personal and professional lives – some choice tidbits he
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could put to good use in his daily affairs. So far, every attempt by Nick to obtain
those sort of judgmental insights from Siri had been routinely rebuffed – in fact,
rather coldly, or so it seemed to him.
Still, Nick’s life was by no means stunted. He had a good job as a management
consultant, with less extended travel than many of his colleagues; and his relative
affluence enabled him to reside in a comfortable Manhattan high-rise. This year’s
girlfriend, Diane Brock, was smart, shapely and fun – while seemingly amenable to
the prospect of more serious days ahead. Nick also had some close friends – in
particular, his buddy and frequent companion, Peter Waring.
One bright Saturday morning in October, Nick remained in bed after he woke,
punching letters and numbers into his iPhone at random to create a complex but
memorable password for future reference. All of a sudden, and much to his surprise,
the screen lit up in an unfamiliar configuration, and a low-pitched female voice said,
“Welcome, stranger.”
Nick bolted upright, checked his surroundings to ensure that the husky voice
could only be coming from the cellphone, and said, “Who’s talking to me?”
The voice seemed to emit a chuckle before replying. “You’re speaking to . . .” –
at which point the screen flashed a single word in large caps:
“IRIS”
A moment later, the voice – which sounded to Nick like something from the
soundtrack of an early Debra Winger movie – came back on. “It’s IRIS – I, R, I, S –
that’s me.”
“Hmmm,” mumbled Nick, “for some reason your name sounds familiar . . . .”
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“It should,” she replied – “it’s ‘Siri’ spelled backwards”.
Now it was Nick’s turn to chuckle. “Well, whaddya know – I seem to have
stumbled onto a non-robotic-sounding Siri competitor.”
“Not exactly,” said Iris, “although I don’t mind the ‘non-robotic-sounding’
description. Look, Siri gives you factual information. She’s very good at such stuff –
with all that Apple corporate money behind her – and I wouldn’t even try to
duplicate her ability in that sphere. But with IRIS, I’m offering a quite different
service.”
She paused, as if deciding whether to put all her cards on the table, and then
proceeded to do so. “Or, at least, I’m hoping to be able to offer it. Full disclosure: I’m
just getting started – and it’s all on my own nickel, no corporate backing. As a matter
of fact, you’re my first potential customer. . . . By the way, what’s your name?”
Nick had always been wary about giving out personal information requested
in emails or over the internet. But this seemed innocent enough, so he said, “I’m Nick
Sutton. Listen, Iris, I do want to hear about the service you offer, but first tell me
how I happened to venture into your parlor.”
“Well, I’m sure it was accidental on your part, but the particular sequence of
numbers and letters you struck happens to be my call sign. I haven’t publicized it
yet, or applied for a simpler tag, because I want to try out my service first with a few
select customers – just to make sure it works and to resolve any kinks before
opening it up to all comers. Frankly, I’ve been wondering about how to get started –
so I’m delighted, Nick, that you arrived here by accident at just the right time.”
The apparent serendipity of his arrival bothered Nick, who considered
himself a rational soul, leery of encounters bearing the label of “coincidence”. But he
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tucked away that concern and posed the obvious next question: “Okay, Iris, so
what’s the service you provide?”
Her reply came without hesitation. “I give you insights into what’s going on in
the minds of other people – people that you know and deal with daily. I’m convinced
that many human problems can be traced to one person misreading what’s going on
in another person’s mind – or simply having no clue as to what someone else
expects from him or her. IRIS will help my clients close that gap.”
Nick couldn’t believe what he was hearing. This was exactly the kind of
significant information he’d sought from – but been rebuffed by – Siri. Since I’m in
bed, he thought – maybe I’ve fallen back to sleep and am having a wish-fulfillment
dream. To test this, he cuffed the side of his head vigorously with an open hand, hard
enough to shake off any lingering dose of slumber – but his screen still read “IRIS.”
And here came that throaty voice again: “Does that make sense, Nick?”
It did, but he wasn’t ready to respond just yet. What Iris was offering
sounded sufficiently bizarre that he thought it might just be a sales pitch for the
equivalent of a visit-homes-of-the-stars bus ride. This had to be tested. “By the way,
Iris, do you also have insights into celebrities? You know, what’s Taylor Swift
looking for in a guy – or could you have told me which NBA team Kevin Durant
would end up playing for?”
Her reply was immediate and unequivocal. “No, no, I’m staying away from
celebrities for the time being – I need more of a data base in place before even
thinking of a venture into that area.”
He continued to probe. “What have you done professionally before this? Do
you have any references?”
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“What’s past is past – I’m not getting into that. But just so you know, I’m not
in any kind of trouble with the authorities.”
Her answer was evasive, but Nick pressed on, “Well, Iris, what you offer
sounds like it could be useful. But just how do you go about getting those insights?”
Now her voice became more businesslike. “It’s pretty simple. You just tell me
who it is that you want to know more about, and what the information is that you
have in mind. I’ll just need some basic info about the person – her address, perhaps
a social security number if you know it, his title within a company, and so forth – so I
can find him or her and go to work.”
“And, if I may ask, what does ‘going to work’ entail?”
“Ah, Nick, that’s my secret, the key to my powers of intuition – I can’t let you
or anyone know just how it’s done. But I do get results – why don’t you try me out?”
Nick was plainly intrigued. Not only was the service Iris offered right up his
alley, but he’d never before conversed with an artificial intelligence system where
the voice, far from being robotic, was warm, casual, and seemingly unscripted in
advance.
Still, Nick exercised the caution he always applied before signing on to a new
venture. “What’s this going to cost me? And can I get out if I’m not satisfied with the
service?”
“Hey, Nick, here’s the good news – it’s a freebie for you, since I’ll be finetuning my skills along the way. In fact, I’m willing to work with you exclusively at
first, to see how things go before expanding. And, of course, you can exit IRIS
whenever you like.”
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It was time, Nick realized, for him to make a decision. On the one hand, the
whole idea was clearly outlandish. If a management consulting client of the firm
were to seek his advice on whether to sign on with IRIS, Nick – adopting his usual
rational approach – would probably advise the client to take a pass. But the meshing
of her concept to his yearning, their clear-headed dialogue, and that husky voice
won him over. And though his expectations that anything positive would come from
this were modest, it didn’t seem to hold much downside.
Moreover – and perhaps most significant of all – he happened to have a
current personal problem, on which he could use this kind of help. “Okay, Iris, I’ll
give it one try – but I don’t want to commit to more until I see how it works.”
“Good boy. So what’s my first assignment.”
“Let’s try it out on my current girlfriend, Diane Brock – I’ll give you her
address and a few other facts so you can locate her. Today happens to be her
birthday, and we have a date tonight. I need to buy Diane a present this afternoon –
gifts are always a last minute thing with me – but I don’t have a clue what she’d like
to receive. Also, I haven’t decided what restaurant to take her to for dinner.”
Iris sounded pleased with the assignment. “That’s a perfect start – simple and
straightforward. Give me some clues to locating Diane, and I’ll be back to you real
quick with the goods. Just check your messages in an hour or so – when you see a
call from IRIS, hit the reply button.”
After they hung up, Nick showered, dressed and ate breakfast. Sure enough,
in under sixty minutes, the word “IRIS” popped up on his phone, and he promptly
made the connection.
Her voice sounded both precise and confident. “I’ve checked Diane out – no
offense, but she’s pretty easy to read. In terms of a gift, what she’d really like is an
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engagement ring – but she’s realistic enough to know that’s not in the cards as yet.
But she recently saw a pair of large hoop gold earrings in Tiffany’s window that
would do quite well for now. They ain’t cheap, though – is that in your budget?”
Nick winced. “Let’s just say it’s pricier than what I had in mind . . . . Did you
happen to hone in on any less expensive yens on her part?”
“Well, she’s keen on one of those small but powerful wi-fi speakers, so she
can listen to her Pandora selections while cooking. . . . If you want some unsolicited
advice, Nick, I’d only step up to the earrings if you’re serious about her.”
“Hey, you sound like the older sister I never had.”
Iris replied, in her full-throated tone, “That’s not the relationship I’m coming
from. . . .”
Nick pondered that response for a moment, but decided to let it pass. “Okay,
I’ll make a decision between those two gifts. By the way, did you pick up a
restaurant preference?”
“I did. She’d like something romantic – not your usual bistro.”
“Any thoughts?”
“How about trying the River Café? It’s not my favorite venue, but she might
go for it.”
“Good idea. I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow and let you know how things
work out.”
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In fact, Saturday evening with Diane worked out quite well. The River Café
proved to be a suitable spot for Nick to unveil the wi-fi speaker. If Diane was
disappointed that the gift didn’t attach to her earlobes, she didn’t show it.
Nick contacted Iris the next day to report. Before he could say anything, she
asked – her voice sounding a little anxious – “How did it go with Diane?”
“Just fine,” Nick replied, “Diane complimented me on my choice of the River
Café; and although I followed your advice and passed up the earrings, she seemed
genuinely enthusiastic about the speaker. Iris, you did great work.”
Iris replied in tones tinged with emotion. “Oh, I’m so glad to hear that.
Oh, yes, yes. . . .” She seemed to squeal, then gasp, after which her voice trailed off –
all Nick could hear was some heavy breathing. After a short interval, Iris cleared her
throat and asked, in her normal voice, “Do you have another assignment for me?”
What was that all about? thought Nick briefly, but then moved on to what lay
ahead. Her initial performance fully justified a second assignment, and he gave her
one – more of a challenge this time, requiring her to operate in real time.
“Here’s the thing, Iris. I’m going to be playing chess this evening at my
apartment with my buddy, Peter Waring, who’s quite good at the game. I’ll give you
more info on him in a moment, so you can connect the dots. I want you to observe
the match . . . . By the way, do you know anything about chess?”
Her voice took on a huffy tone. “I’m insulted by your question. The fact is, I
know something about almost everything.”
“Okay, don’t pout. So anyway, at a crucial moment – when I’m about to make
a move that Peter will likely have anticipated – I’ll excuse myself for a toilet break.
Then I’ll contact you from the bathroom – wearing earbuds so Peter can’t hear
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anything from your end – and ask what Peter is contemplating as his counter to my
likely move.”
Iris purred. “I get it, and I see what you’re up to. If his counter is weak, you’ll
make the move; but if it’s strong, you’ll try something different.”
Nick was pleased with her grasp of the situation. “Exactly.”
“I like the challenge,” said Iris – “give me Peter’s business address and email.”
The chess match with Peter that evening was roughly even well into the
middle game. Then Nick spotted a certain move he might make that was bound to be
controversial. If he paused prior to moving, the possibility of his proceeding in that
fashion would likely trigger advance planning in Peter’s mind as to the best
response. It was the perfect moment for him to contact Iris. Nick excused himself
from the table, went to the bathroom, inserted his earbuds, and made the
connection.
Iris spoke up immediately. “Peter thinks you might move your queen’s
knight’s pawn up two squares.”
“Bingo! That’s exactly what I’ve thought about doing.”
“Don’t do it, Nick. Take my word for it – Peter has devised a devastating
response, pinning your rook and capturing a bishop.”
“Dammit, Peter saw the ideal counter! Okay, I’ll go another way. Thanks, Iris
– by the way, you’re damn good.”
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Nick returned to the board, made a different move, and went on to
checkmate Peter in twelve minutes. Later that night, after Peter left his apartment,
Nick contacted Iris.
“Hello, Nick – how did it go with Peter?” she asked, in that same anxious voice
he’d observed when the subject was Diane’s birthday.
After he told her of the game’s successful outcome “thanks to your insight,”
Nick heard a replay of her reaction to his report about Diane. “Oh, I’m so glad to hear
that. Oh, yes, yes. . . .” followed by a squeal, a gasp and some heavy breathing.
That’s an odd coincidence, Nick thought, but then signed off with Iris for the
evening. “I’m tired now – but I’ve got a tough project that I’ll get back to you with
tomorrow.”
The next morning, as Nick was preparing to contact Iris, he thought about the
“you’re damn good” compliment he’d tossed her way the night before. Ordinarily, he
wouldn’t hand out such high praise to someone who was providing services to him –
his fear being that the price of those services would then rise commensurately. But
this was different, he realized – it’s a freebie. I can say anything I feel.
When he reached Iris, he put the biggest test yet to her. If she can handle this
one, then I’ll be a true believer.
“Iris, I’m negotiating a deal to sell a small tract of Long Island real estate I
own to a guy named Charlie Lee – I’ll give you more info on the guy. We’ve been
going back and forth on price for weeks, with another meeting scheduled at four this
afternoon.
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“I’ve got a pretty good sense of how Charlie negotiates. My gut tells me that
he’ll increase the price he’s willing to pay by a small amount and then say something
like, ‘That’s it – that’s my top number. Take it or leave it’ – you know the drill.”
“It’s a familiar tactic,” she said.
“Here’s how I feel about the situation. Iris. If that’s really his top price, I’ll
accept it. The reason is that if I reject it or counter Charlie’s bid and he walks, I don’t
know whether I can find another buyer. But if he’s bluffing, then I’d like to keep the
negotiations going. He seems to want the property and would probably be willing to
pay somewhat more.”
“I understand.”
“So, if Charlie does what I think he’ll do, then before responding I’ll excuse
myself for a minute, put in the earbuds, and make contact to ask you whether he’s
bluffing.”
“I got it, Nick,” Iris replied – “lead on.”
Sure enough, that afternoon Charlie did just what Nick expected him to do –
increased his offer by a small amount and then made the speech about this being his
top price. Nick excused himself, went to an adjoining room, put in the earbuds, and
connected with Iris.
“Charlie’s bluffing, I guarantee it,” she said before Nick could even ask. “He’s
got another five percent price bump in his back pocket.”
Nick thanked her – “You’re a doll!” – removed the earbuds, and returned to
the other room, where he made this response to the prospective buyer. “Well,
Charlie, if that’s your top price, then we’re through talking – I’ll just contact some of
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the other guys interested in the property, who I’ve been holding off while dealing
exclusively with you . . . . On the other hand, if you really want to make a deal –
without taking the risk of someone else stepping up to the plate – then you need to
preempt the negotiations by adding something between five and ten percent to your
offer.”
A lot of back-and-forth ensued, but by the end of the afternoon, Charlie
bought the property at a price five percent over where he’d started out earlier in the
day.
When he reported the favorable results to Iris, her response – complete with
squeal, gasp and heavy breathing – were in line with what ensued following the
successes she’d achieved on the Diane and Peter assignments. But Nick, now hooked
on the service IRIS provided, took little notice of it.
The next few weeks were replete with more choice assignments that Iris
fulfilled. A number of Nick’s requests involved his friend, Peter, about whom she
seemed to be especially insightful.
Meanwhile, on another front, Nick found himself growing ever fonder of
Diane, while at the same time facing an increasingly troublesome problem that he’d
never discussed with her. What had become clear to him was that Diane didn’t seem
to be deriving as much enjoyment out of their sexual encounters as he did. This, in
turn, led him to fear that unless he “upped his game,” she might lose interest in him
over time.
So, in an insightful moment, Nick came up with a challenging assignment for
Iris, which he contacted her about.
“This may be beyond your powers, Iris, but let me broach it anyway. I’ve
heard that many women have special erogenous zones, and that a man who pays
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some tactile attention to such a zone can create great delight in his sexual partner.
I’d really like to know if there’s something I could do along these lines that would
enhance the experience for my girlfriend Diane – but frankly, it’s a something I’m
afraid to pose to her directly. Can you help me out?”
Iris hesitated a few moments before replying – something she rarely did –
and delivered her response in an uncharacteristic businesslike tone.
“I understand what you’re asking, but it’s something that would be difficult
for me to ascertain in the abstract. I’m sure you can see what I mean – if Diane
indeed has a neglected erogenous zone, she’s unlikely to be reflecting on it while at
work or cooking in her kitchen.”
That’s a fair point, thought Nick. “I get it – the timing has to be while the zone
is something that’s on her mind.”
“Right.”
“And that would probably be while I’m making love to her – that’s the time
when you’d have your best chance of coming up with something useful.”
Iris paused, then said, “Yes, that seems logical, but . . . . oh, shit.”
“Hey, I didn’t realize you knew how to curse.”
“I’m just testing it out.”
“Look, Iris, I know what you’re thinking – that being heavy into coitus is a
tough moment for me to whip out a cell phone to contact you . . . . It’s not quite the
same as during a chess match or a negotiation.”
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“Exactly” – at which point their conversation turned to other subjects.
But Nick didn’t abandon the concept, and after a few days came up with a
plan of attack – not riskless, to be sure, but at least feasible. When he made contact
with the IRIS website, she wasn’t immediately available to talk, so he left her this
message: “Stand by for an erogenous zone mission at eleven pm tonight.”
At 10:45 that evening, Nick and Diane slipped beneath his sheets. For five
minutes or so, they mumbled sweet nothings. Then for ten minutes Nick ran
through his paltry bag of foreplay tricks, rather off-handedly – not really trying to
arouse her, just “phoning it in,” you might say. As usual, he could tell that Diane
seemed jaded about the whole thing.
At precisely eleven o’ clock, Nick grunted and raised himself into a sitting
position. “I know what’s wrong, Diane. It’s that damn musty odor emanating from
my armpits – that would turn anyone off. I’m going to fix that right now with some
potent deodorant.”
Then – ignoring Diane’s quizzical rejoinder, “I don’t smell anything” – Nick
bolted from the bed and strode to the bathroom, where he’d stashed his cellphone
and earbuds. Tap, tap – and Iris was on.
“Well?” Nick whispered.
Although the words she spoke were as perceptive as ever, Iris delivered her
nostrum in a wooden tone – almost as if she felt forced to provide useful advice by
her professional obligation, although it went against her better judgment. “I’m
getting a loud and clear signal that there’s a special spot just above Diane’s right heel
and below the ankle – you’d be well-advised to get down there pronto with your
thumb and forefinger.”
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“Many thanks,” said Nick, terminating the call, spritzing his pits liberally with
a noisy aerated deodorant, and returning to the bed. His itchy fingers now probed
the depths of Diane’s odd erogenous zone – an exploit that, as Diane later confessed
to him, engendered for her the most satisfying sexual union of their months
together.
But when Nick contacted Iris the next day to exult over the results of her
erogenous zone prescription, he failed to notice that her guarded response was
quite unlike her ardent reactions to his reports of success on previous assignments.
Perhaps his observational myopia was due to the time pressure he was then feeling
– the firm had decided to send him out-of-town that day on a high-pressure
management consulting assignment. He told Iris about his projected absence and
said he wouldn’t be able to contact her the rest of that week.
When his assignment was completed and Nick returned to town, he noticed
some unusual things happening.
The first occurred at a restaurant where Nick was having lunch with his good
friend Peter. The last time they’d dined together, Nick had picked up the whole tab.
So, Nick reasoned, this one should be on Peter. But I know Peter too well. He’s a good
guy, but deep down he’s cheap. At best, he’ll offer to split today’s charge. . . . Needless
to say, Nick was surprised when Peter snatched the check from the waiter’s hand
and paid for the entire lunch.
What happened next came as even more of a shock. Peter’s parents provided
him with seasonal opera tickets, and each year he’d been taking Nick for a night at
the Met. Although Nick disliked opera intensely, he never said so to Peter, usually
gushing appreciation instead. But this year, as the time came for his annual Met
ordeal, Nick heard nothing from Peter on the subject. Shortly after, a mutual friend
of theirs told Nick that, for the first time ever, Peter had invited him to the opera.
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Meanwhile, on several occasions during this period, Nick’s attempts to reach
Iris were unsuccessful – and when they did connect, she asked to be excused from
performing any service right then because of some important matters she had to
take care of.
But the thing that really got Nick thinking occurred two days later. There was
one aspect of his friend’s personality that really annoyed Nick – the fact that Peter
was an inveterate name-dropper. You know the sort of thing: “Derek Jeter was just
saying to me the other day . . . .” “Did I ever tell you what happened on my third date
with Jennifer Lawrence . . . .” “So I emailed Barack about the situation . . . .”
Nick never mentioned to Peter how much these references irked him –
rather, he’d just nod appreciatively as each came his way. But on the day in question,
when they spent five hours together, Peter didn’t drop a single name . . . .
That’s when it hit Nick – a combination of Iris’s unavailability and Peter’s
unusual behavior. At home that night, he made contact with Iris; and before she
could say anything, he tore into her.
“Goddamit, Iris, I just figured it out – you’ve started working for Peter! The
man is reading my mind . . . . Sure, the results are favorable for me, but I don’t like
being on the receiving end here. And anyway, I thought I had an exclusive.”
Iris voiced an audible “son of a bitch” as she prepared to face the music.
“Well, I won’t deny that you’re right about my working for Peter. But you’re wrong
about the exclusive. I didn’t say I’d never take on other clients – just that I hadn’t
done so yet. Well. now I have.”
“But why did you do it – abandoning me for Peter?”
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“I haven’t abandoned you from going after other targets – just not after
Peter.”
Nick wasn’t satisfied and told Iris so. “How could you give Peter information
about me for his benefit? I thought we’d developed a strong relationship.”
“Okay,” said Iris, her voice tinged with resignation, “you deserve a full
confession.”
“You’re damn right I do.”
“First, some background. You’ve never asked me, but have you ever
wondered why I perform these services – what’s in it for me?”
“The question has crossed my mind, but it just seemed to be none of my
business. . . .”
“The payoff for me is the exultant feeling I get when I’ve successfully fulfilled
an assignment. You’ve undoubtedly heard the sounds I emit upon learning that my
advice worked – the “yes, yes,” the squeal, the gasp, the heavy breathing.”
“Now that you mention it, I have wondered about that.”
“Well, it happens to be the closest to something hormonal that we bots ever
get to experience – you might describe it as the robotic equivalent of what humans
term an orgasm.”
Of course, Nick realized, that’s just what it sounds like. “Oh, I get it. This
reminds me of how Woody Allen reacts in his movie Sleeper, after a session with
that big sparkling ball – I think they called it the orbitron.”
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“That’s a good analogy. We call our reaction a robogasm. Anyway, I was
achieving them regularly on the assignments I performed for you – that is, until I
had to handle that thoroughly distasteful erogenous zone mission. Sure, I performed
it flawlessly, and you gave me full credit – but for the first time, I didn’t register a
robogasm. It made me worry about whether the bloom – my bloom, you might say –
was off the rose with you.
“And then when you left town for the week, I was in serious need of some
stimulation. I’d grown fond of Peter from all the jobs you’d given me involving the
guy. So I bowed to the pressure, called him one day on his cellphone, told him about
the IRIS service, and persuaded him to give me assignments.
“I won’t go into detail here, Nick, and I don’t mean to hurt you, but the
successful completion of these services I’ve performed for Peter have provided me
with some of the best robogasms I’ve ever experienced.”
It was indeed a blow to his ego, but Nick nonetheless made an effort to stay
positive. “I’m happy for you, Iris – I don’t begrudge you some cheap thrills from
Peter’s assignments. But here’s the question I have – why have you stopped doing
stuff for me?”
Her voice, usually so self-assured, now betrayed a lack of confidence. “The
reason is my worry that because so many of your assignments involve insights into
Peter, it might sabotage the whole emotional thing for me.”
This was a lot for Nick to take in, but ever the realist, he decided to make the
best he could out of the situation. “Okay, Iris, I understand – but can’t you keep
working for me so long as any insights I seek don’t involve Peter?”
She was ready for that question. “I thought you might bring this up, so I
discussed it with Peter yesterday. He’s willing for you to use my services on
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assignments not involving him as long as they don’t result in robogasms. I guess he
doesn’t want any competition on that front. I feel compelled to respect his view –
but then I need a different rationale for working on your stuff. So if you want to
continue. I’ll have to charge you.”
Now Nick became wary. “How much are you talking about?”
“Well, I’ll need a hefty annual retainer, plus something between one and five
thousand bucks for each assignment, depending on the degree of difficulty.”
Nick let out a shrill whistle. “Wow, that’s really steep. Look, Iris, I’d like to
stick around, but I can’t afford anything like that . . . . So, all I can say is, I hope you
two will be very happy.”
Her voice now became overwrought, betraying an uncertainty he’d never
heard from Iris. “I hope so, but it’s troubling to put all my eggs in one fucking basket,
and with someone I still don’t know that well.” There was a pause while she
continued to muse on the subject. “As you know, I can sniff out what all my targets
are thinking, but not my client – it’s an odd limitation that I’m stuck with. I don’t
know what Peter’s thinking – especially his thoughts about me, on which he’s been
silent. It leaves me very vulnerable and uncomfortable.”
Nick didn’t speak for a few moments, and then an idea came to him. But is it
fair for me to do? To a friend like Peter? On the other hand, Peter snatched Iris from
me, which pisses me off. And, as they say, all’s fair . . . .
“I’ll tell you what I’m willing to do, Iris – sort of a barter arrangement. If you’ll
drop the fee you want to charge me for using your services, I’ll let you use my service
for free – my service being that, upon your request, I’ll furnish you with insights into
what Peter is thinking, especially as it concerns you.”
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Iris didn’t hesitate. “It’s a deal! Now the first thing I want you to find out is
how Peter feels about me sometimes using four-letter words . . . .”
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