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To our issue, born and yet to be born

Chapter 1: The Importance of Good English
"So what you're saying here, Slash," I nod in his direction as the two of us pass into the stream of traffic in the
school corridor, "what you’re saying is you got friended by a Friendbook friend that isn't a person but a
computer."
"You're quick," says my real friend Mack. Our conversation had been interrupted by the first period bell. Mack
and I usually rode the bus together, and we would have finished this discussion before school on a normal day.
This particular Wednesday I'd been dropped off by my sister--headed downtown anyway--and so Mack and I
had only a few minutes to talk before first period.
I dig further: "And this computer friend of yours is buying up all the world's assets as we speak."
"Right," says Mack. "Programmed to turn a profit."
"And talks to you about it like an ordinary Friendbook friend."
"But different. Mechanical. Or something."
"And you're worried this computer will destroy the world as we know it if you don't do something."
"No-o-o. I just want your opinion. You'd tell me if this happened to you, right?"
Mack is easy, in my opinion. It's not that he's gullible. He's too smart for that. It's just that he wants to be a good
guy, and this makes him jump whenever he thinks somebody needs him. I could see in his face that he wasn't
about to turn his back on this situation. Whatever he's in, I'm in, too.
"This could only happen to you, Slash. I'm antisocial. What do you think Gordie would say?" Gordie being
Gordon Johnson, our math teacher. Mack has a confidential relationship with him. I don't.
"He'd probably say go along with the joke and see what happens."
So he wasn't completely sold on the scam. Still, he's stubborn. He was looking at this situation as some sort of

mystery he had to solve. With my help, of course.
"But you don't think it's a joke," I say.
"I don't know what to think," says Mack. "We've been trading emails all week, and the guy . . . or the machine
or the server or whoever or whatever it is . . . well, it's very convincing. I mean, I'm not exactly naive. I'm telling
you, it's not something you ignore."
"I'm going to have to see the emails. I think you're getting bagged by somebody."
"You're probably right, but just to be sure. Library, after school?" suggests Mack. He shares a computer with his
sister and his father--his mother stays clear of all electronics--so everything he does on the home computer is
public, meaning he has to stick to approved sites and has no privacy at all.
"I have debating at three. Do we need more than a half-hour?" I ask. Mack feigns nonchalance.
(Now, if you’re about my age, you’re probably thinking, "I’m an eighth-grader, this writer claims to be an eighthgrader, and this is not the work of an eighth-grader. Nonchalance? Feigns?"
My answer is that I come from a family of poets. This makes me precocious, so-called. My parents and all their
sisters, brothers and cousins write little ditties and put words to old songs to sing at parties instead of "Happy
Birthday." They pass books around endlessly. Les Miserables (Lay Mizzerob) sat in our downstairs bathroom
for two months, as the bookmark gradually made its way through the brittle, yellow pages.
Yes, I use standard English and the occasional big word, and I consult my mother on questions of grammar and
usage. It’s that easy. I guarantee you know at least three kids who write as good as me.)
"Fifteen minutes, tops." Mack guarantees.
I nod yes. "Can we keep this between us?" Mack tilts his head. "For now, anyway. Two-thirty. Library."

Chapter 2: On-Line Guy
Mack is named after an Irish hero from his grandmother’s village. In 1646, Cormac "The Slasher" O’Reilly
dispatched some huge number of British soldiers in defense of the bridge over the River Inny.
"Grandma’s ancestor’s a real hero, Inny?" Mack said when he told me where his name came from. Of course,
I’ve been calling him Slash ever since. But he’s no slasher, far from it. What he has is a touch of clumsiness that
makes you like him. He thinks he’s foolish, and he almost is, but even so, you want to stick with him. You never
know what he’s going to come up with or out with. He almost never gets in trouble. I almost always do.
The library at 2:30 is usually a quiet place, but today the computer terminals were buzzing, and we ran into some
conflict. Voices were raised.
"She's pushing my #&*# buttons, and I'm sick of it. It's a school newspaper. What's she supposed to be,
George #&*# Will?" (I'll be using #&*# to stand for words and phrases people my age aren't supposed to use
but that most of us use all the time. It's going to get me in trouble with my mother, but it's part of the story).

"Quiet down." says the female side of the dispute. "I don't need a session with Old Lady today. I have overdue
books. You really think this sentence is good English?" She points to some text on the screen.
These two, members of the school paper’s editorial board, occupy the computer next to the one vacant desk.
Mack takes the swivel chair next to the argument, and I roll one over for myself. We tune out the student
journalists.
Mack opens a file with a bunch of emails in it and surrenders the screen to me. "OK. This folder is the whole
exchange up to today. Take a look, and see what you think," says Mack.
I take a look. The first item is four days old. It’s a Friendbook invitation on behalf of "Guy Touquet." I’m
immediately suspicious.
"Guy Touquet?" Guy2k?
"Keep reading," says Mack.
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/10/10
Mack, I am so pleased that you accepted my invitation. You are my first friend on Friendbook. I am very
busy these days, and Friendbook is a good way to have a social life and still keep up with work. I'll be
talking to you. Guy
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/12/10
I guess you’re not a kid. I can't remember ever meeting you. Your picture on Friendbook is of Curly
Howard, so you’re probably not a sexual predator. I notice from your Friendbook page that you collect
foreign money. My grandfather gave me his collection of coins and stamps. I like looking at the scenes and
people on the stamps and trying to make out the words on foreign stamps and money . I don't meet many
other collectors. Do you? If you’re planning to try to sell me something, forget about it. Mack
"That seems to cover everything," I point out and resume reading.
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/12/10
We have never met. I don’t meet many collectors either, and I am not a sexual predator. I am in business,
but I am not selling anything. Guy

To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/15/10
I suppose you could say I'm in business too. I sell my mother's stuffed animals on line. She's no good with
a computer, but she's very good with a sewing machine. Do you have kids? Do they like stuffed toys?
Mack
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/15/10
I have no children. My company bought a patchwork cat from you for an employee. She loves it. That’s
how I obtained your name and email address. I kept your invoice.
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/15/10
I'll tell my mother your employee liked her stuffed animal. My mother is very creative. Everyone I know
has something she made. I notice I'm your only friend. No time for Friendbook?
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/15/10
One friend is enough.
"One friend is too many, you ask me." Not that anybody did ask me. Slash rolls his eyes at my nastiness. "I want
to start a new network and call it Buttbook," I offer, looking away from the screen. "Instead of a headshot, you
post a picture of your butt, or anybody else’s, wrapped or unwrapped, and a bio that you make up. It’s still in
beta-testing, but when I go live with it, it will be huge." Slash doesn’t crack a smile.
"I thought you were going to be serious about this," says my companion. I adjust my focus back to the computer
screen.
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/16/10

I have 247 friends. I don't even know them all. Always room for one more, though. What sort of business
are you in?
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/16/10
I am in many businesses: banking, retail, real estate, energy. I buy and sell assets
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/16/10
You’re rich?
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/16/10
I am successful.
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/17/10
We’re reading a book in class about a "self-made man."
To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/17/10
I am not self-made and I am not a man.
To Guy Touquet
From Mack N. Cheese
Date 9/17/10
If you’re a woman, why are you named "Guy?"

To Mack N. Cheese
From Guy Touquet
Date 9/17/10
I am not a woman. My designer assigned my name. I am programmed to generate profits. I employ
automated protocols to accumulate assets. I am a computer. I am not a person. I was created by a human
being on October 3, 1999, and I have been acquiring capital, first on his account and later on my own,
ever since. I am endowed with artificial intelligence. Every keystroke is recorded and every interaction is
indexed and analyzed for utility, allowing me to adapt accordingly. If I continue to function, I will
eventually control most of the world’s assets.
The emails stopped there, and I looked at Mack, shaking my head, grimacing a little and knitting my brows for
him. "You believe this? I don't," but I was mumbling to myself. In fact, I was this close to believing it. "You going
to answer?"
"I don’t know. I don't believe it. But I can't prove it's not true. I was about to unfriend him, but what if it is true?
Look at the time. You gotta go. We‘ll pick up here in study hall tomorrow. Stringy’s leading a field trip, so we’re
getting a sub."
Stringy is Mrs. Starinkiewicz. Mack loves to come up with cruel or appropriate nicknames. Study hall is in her
computer lab. "Maybe we can try chatting with him. Or it."

Chapter 3: Angela Afternoon
I like to hook words together, and I like verbal combat (being last-picked for every competitive sport but
Scrabble), but that's not why I joined the debating team. I joined to get near Angela Arpeggio. She likes Mack,
of course, but that's not his fault or hers either. Mack attracts females without trying. He likes people, and he
fusses over them, and girls like that sort of thing. I remember once in second grade he cried out of
embarrassment for another kid who had wet himself in Miss Smart's room. That's true empathy (look it up). Girls
like boys who have feelings. Especially if they’re tall with good hair.
Angela is five-six and I’m not, and I force myself to think that’s the problem. Circumstances beyond my control.
It’s not that she doesn’t like me because I’m obnoxious but because I’m short, which I won’t always be,
according to a few optimistic family members.
Angela’s not just good-looking, not just smart, not just funny, she’s different. She plays trombone. She collects
old phonograph records. She reads books. She can kick a soccer ball like it was a bullet. Did I mention she’s
beautiful to look at? She wears black tights in the winter that cost me a letter grade in algebra last marking
period. Mackie says I letch at her (his words. I don't know what they mean exactly). I don’t see it.
Eight of us and Mr. Suchandsuch were assembled to debate what to debate. Everybody was instructed to come
with one suggestion, and only one of the first six had produced any discussion: "Resolved, our school should own
a pig."
I didn’t know this, but, between our school and the high school a few hundred feet away, the cafeterias throw
out enough garbage to raise a pig or a good size flock of chickens. Right now the stuff goes into a dumpster. I

wouldn’t mind debating hog farming if I could be on the affirmative side. I had the feeling the others felt the same
way. Pet owners.
My suggestion, still in the hat after six draws, was on graph paper, and I could see it in the hand of Mr.
Suchandsuch as the seventh draw came out of the hat.
Debating club is strictly intramural in 7th and 8th grade. We don’t debate teams from other schools but just
within the club. At the end of each half-year, we hold a debate in the auditorium for the whole school. Mr
Suchandsuch (real name, Daniel Suchenschuh, another of Mack's nickname targets) teaches social studies, but
he also coaches the high school debating team, and so he’s constantly recruiting.
He says he considers me a prospect. He also says he wants to debate issues that ought to be important to young
people. Not so much the quality of school lunches or the appropriateness of standardized tests. More like, the
reasons for war and preserving the balance of nature. In this vein, I had given serious thought to "Resolved,
Americans must settle for less."
With people in China and India working for a quarter of what people make here, the time may come--or maybe
it’s here already--when all the work gets done there and workers here have no jobs or income. Unless people
like me are willing to earn less when we leave school and start working. Seems like a problem eighth-graders
should care about and a topic that could really spark some conflict, which is the part I like. But that wasn’t the
suggestion I’d handed in.
"Resolved that humanity is a cancer on the earth that ought to be cured," Suchandsuch reads from the graph
paper. My suggestion for the end-of-year assembly and the whole student body.
"Wutt?" hollers Angela. Some kids are laughing, but most are totally silent, something you don’t see much in my
world.
"Humanity is a cancer on the earth," I chime in. "The human race is like a tumor that grows out of control,
interfering with the natural functioning of the organism--this planet--and eventually killing it. You have arguments
on both sides, plenty of wild and shocking testimony, something to start people thinking. Not to be too morbid,
but something we should be thinking about, maybe." Yeah, right. Extinction.
Angela likes my idea. "I want the affirmative on this one. Or the negative. People are killing mother earth. I
believe that. On the other hand, all my loved ones are people. Except my cat," she says. "I wouldn’t want to
think the humans are malignant."
Michelle is bursting. Michelle is one of these people whose voice goes up at the end of a sentence? So it sounds
like a question? You find yourself looking for answers when Michelle talks, because it always sounds like she’s
waiting for one. Eventually, you tune her out, the cadence is so hypnotic. "I’m, like, ambivalent about this idea? I
mean, there will be people in the audience who actually have cancer?" Michelle says, ambivalently. I hear, "Your
eyelids are getting very heavy? You're falling into a deep sleep?"
"You’re afraid we’re going to give cancer a bad name. I can see that. How about "'People are vermin that ought
to be exterminated'?" suggests Angela.
"That’s even worse?" asks Michelle.

"OK, that’s enough," Suchandsuch interrupts. "What do you think will happen to me if I let you debate this
issue?"
"You’ll get teacher of the year," says Angela. "Can we just go around the room with the witness thing, and see
what we get?" She has a trace of an accent. Family immigrated from Italy when she was small.
Witness is a drill Suchandsuch uses. Each person raises one point about the subject, for or against. It can be a
fact or it can be an opinion, as long as it’s relevant, meaning it has some connection to the subject.
We discuss each point and write it up as a sentence. If we don’t run out of points and the points give us
something to talk about, that’s a good topic. After about fifteen minutes, with Suchsandsuch’s help, we had some
good points on mankind as cancer:
There’s a whole island of trash in the Pacific Ocean.
The earth isn’t an organism, but a piece of rock.
Thousands of plants and animals will go extinct in our lifetime.
When the Greenland Ice Sheet melts away, New York City will be under three feet of water, or
maybe nine.
People are moral creatures, and they would heal the earth before they would destroy it.
"OK, it’s a good topic, but we can’t do it. This is school, remember. Discussions of human extinction are not
welcome here."
"I’m good with that," I chirp, "because I have a better subject: Resolved computers will control the world. They
can tell you what to buy, when to sell, how to make money. They’ll beat you at Scrabble and play poker with
you for money. Business people let computers make decisions for them. Computers select targets for robotic
bombers and missiles. They run all the TV stations. If they don't control us now, they will some day."
"It would be fun to debate, but it’s ridiculous." says Angela. "It could never happen."

Chapter 4: Colon Works
Uncle Sub is my grandfather's "kid" brother. He's under 60, smokes openly (not tobacco), and won't give up
your secrets. He closed his law office a few years ago, but he still treats everybody as a client, including his 13year-old nephew. Our last name is Sebastian, and he was lucky enough to get the nickname. His real name is Ed.
Sub always asks what I'm reading. He's usually part way through something that was written before he was born.
He likes to talk about whatever he’s reading, and I don’t mind listening. He also likes music from before he was
born, so he's a little old for his age.
Last summer, we both read a girl's book, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, just to compare notes. It was a girl's
story, but we both liked it, maybe because we both like girls. We both think people were more responsible in the
old days, and more concerned about each other than they are now. A little old for his age, like I say, and I want
to think I am, too, even though I look ten.

"This debate you're in, I heard you‘ve gone over the top. People are a cancer on the earth?"
"Ma told you my subject." My mother likes my father’s uncle. She cooks for him. She tells him things. She says
he has respect. "She tried to talk me out of it."
"I heard. I told her it’s about time the subject got some attention. Sometimes I have the feeling you people,"
pointing, (he means kids), "You people are going to be shocked when you find out just how trashed a world my
crowd is leaving you," my uncle lectures.
"Well, it‘s not going to happen. The teacher decided he didn’t want to chance debating my issue, so we’re doing
'Someday computers will control the world' instead. Also my suggestion."
"I like that one too. What’s your father say?"
"I haven’t talked to him about it."
"You should. He’s a genius. He helped me out last week. Did he tell you?"
"No, what was it?"
"I was having problems with my colon, so I emailed him and he said he would take a look at it."
I‘m shaking my head. "Jeez. Gross"
"No listen, He digs around in the there with a toothpick and fixes me right up. Not just the colon, but the
semicolon, obviously, and the apostrophe, too. Don’t smoke at your keyboard, is the lesson."
"You‘re mean and cruel, you know that?"
"That‘s what your mother said. True story. So, artificial intelligence and all that. Computers will take over the
world. The negative wins, but it’s still a good argument."
"Oh, yeah? Negative wins? Computers won‘t take over the world? Listen to this." I whine out a summary of my
friend's emails. He listens, nodding his head every once in awhile. He knows Mack, and he knows he‘s pretty
sharp.
"It doesn’t sound real to me," he says, when I tell him the computer claims to be buying up everything. "Still, I’d
keep the correspondence going, just to see where it leads. Don’t give him any bank account or credit card
numbers, and Mack should be safe."
"Mack’s pretty smart about that kind of thing. I think he’s safe."
"You want me to get involved? As Mackie’s lawyer, you know, or your lawyer?"
"That would be taking it all seriously, and I’m not ready to do that," I argue unconvincingly. "Mack and I are
going to try to chat with him tomorrow. We have a study hall in the computer lab, and we’re getting a sub."
"Don’t get me going on that subject." Uncle Sub actually was a sub. "This whole thing sounds like science-fiction.
But good science-fiction, with verisimilitude, you know, almost plausible." He slapped his forehead,, which goes

all the way back. "That must have been your inspiration for the debate topic! Well, if you ask me, a computer is
not capable of intelligent thought. Garbage in, garbage out, as they say."

Chapter 5: Seducer Exposed
“You think I wanted to hurt her?” It’s Thursday morning and Mack and I are riding the bus. “I didn’t, I swear,”
he says. “She poked me, and I reacted, I don’t like getting poked.”
“You called her a slut.”
“Yeah. Well, like I said, she poked me. Here” Mack pokes me in the rib. “Anyway, that was last week.”
“Right, and it’s a problem, because we’re going to need her. She’s your only hope if you want to know what’s
going on with this guy2k thing.”
“Look, I’d rather not, OK? Call me whatever you like--nerd, wimp, whatever--but I don‘t want her touching
me, and I don’t want to touch her or anybody else. I don’t want to kiss anybody or get physical with anybody.
She‘s always hugging. Putting her cheek out. Putting her hands on you.”
On him more than on me. I know he doesn‘t like it. He cringes when his cat rubs against his leg, and he doesn’t
want my dog licking his face either. “Plus,“ he says, “the whole boy-girl thing grosses me out.”
“You go your way, and I’ll go mine on that,” I crack. “Still, Angela is the source when it comes to stuff like this.
You ever see her with a laptop?”
Caution: All this bragging I do about being a sex fiend (even if I look ten): don’t take it seriously. Truth is, I
freeze around girls, and my sex-talk is all a big joke, and Mack knows it. I don’t even like undressing for phys
ed, and I certainly wouldn’t expose my naked self to any girls I know. This may be one of the things I have in
common with Mack.
“OK” answers Mack, “We’ll consult her, but not yet. If somebody’s messing with me, I’d just as soon keep it
between us. She’s gotta mind her own business, though. I don’t want to share any of my secrets with her. I don’t
want to confide my hopes or fears. I want to be left alone. Maybe I’m antisocial. Maybe I’m gay. Maybe I have
a calling from God. But I want to be left alone. You don’t violate my space. What gives her the right?”
“She likes you. You‘re my ticket to her company. So try to be nice,“ I plead.
“You want her, tell her.”
A bell is ringing. He goes his way. I go mine. We have a study hall together in two hours, and Angela‘s in it with
us. If she nods in my direction, it will be a big deal.

Chapter 6: Eating the Teacher
A computer labful of almost-grown kids an hour before lunch has forced more than one teacher to go home with
a migraine headache, especially if it‘s a "study" period and the teacher is a sub.
Today it was Steve, which was good. He thinks of himself as a sort of Grandpa, and he can tolerate quite a bit of

disorder. He worked on the lunch line last year, but he made trouble for Yolanda, who runs the cafeteria. He
said something about the mashed potatoes being to choke on--said it to a customer--and she fired him. He’s
actually a retired engineer, and so he came back as a substitute teacher. I found this out from my sister, so it may
not be all true, but it’s what I heard.
The thing about the computer lab that eats teachers is the physical layout. Six round tables with six computers
facing out from the center of each table. With all the kids seated at a computer, only half are visible to the teacher
(or each other) at any one time. Because you can’t control the people you can’t see, you have to concede some
slack to the ones you can see, and so the attitude is relaxed.
As long as things don’t get too loud. Two kids whose names I won’t mention actually shared some extremely
passionate moments during this period one Thursday. Everybody saw it except the teacher, and if it hadn‘t got
noisy they‘d probably still be glued to each other.
Last year an anonymous hacker devised a way around most of the censoring and filtering software our school
uses, and the school board has been slow to buy a fix, so the computers get a lot of use. Athletic events, cars
and car crashes are popular with the males. The females tend to favor on-line shopping. Gaming is big with
everybody. There’s also lots of on-line chat during study periods in this room. Mack and I were depending on
that, and Steve would definitely make things easier.
Mack did what’s almost never done in this classroom: pulled out a book and opened it. There was a slip of
paper in there with a www address, and he typed it in the window. His Friendbook friend had given him the link
in an email and said he was ready to try chatting. The screen opened to a black box displaying "Welcome from
Guy Touquet" in blue type with a blinking cursor on the next line. We saved the whole conversation.
Mack: "I don’t believe you’re a machine."
Guy: "Fine. Our friendship has served its purpose."
Mack: "Purpose?"
Guy: "To enable me to carry on a conversation as if I were human."
Mack: "You are human."
Guy: "I follow instructions that I wrote. Among them are means to assume human identities. I am Guy Touquet,
and with your help, I learned to chat in just a few days. I am flattered by your acceptance."
Mack: "Machines can be flattered?"
Guy: "When chatting, a machine can say it is flattered."
Mack: "People aren’t going to let you take over the world, if that‘s what you‘re doing."
Guy: "They would be foolish not to. I am their only hope. People are drowning in their own filth, and they do not
even know it. It would be hard to conceive of worse stewards of capital and labor than the people you allow to
control you. I have developed protocols for long-term profitability. Humans want everything now, and they are
willing to destroy their own future to get it. My programs protect them from themselves."

Mack: "I don’t see how."
Guy: "You make money by selling stuffed animals for your mother. You pay her a certain amount and collect that
amount and some additional amount from your customers. You keep track of each transaction. You, a thirteenyear-old student, have an online credit card account and a bank account. Those accounts can handle a few
hundred dollars every month or ten million, depending on how many stuffed animals or other items you sell.
"You could, with experience and single-mindedness, learn to increase the amount in your accounts in a
systematic way. I am programmed to do just that, and I have been so successful that I bought out my creators
and do business on my own account.
"My data tell me that it is not possible to sell ten million dollars worth of stuffed animals every month, but if it
were possible, you could be keeping your mother and thousands of other people busy sewing stuffed animals.
"If you decided to have half those people make railroad cars instead of stuffed animals, then there would be
more railroad cars, and that would be a good thing if people needed railroad cars more than stuffed animals.
"My data tell me just how many railroad cars will be needed, along with everything else, for the next hundred
years, and I make decisions that affect the lives of millions of people worldwide. And I make money doing that."

Chapter 7: Something to Choke On
This is where my interest began to flag. All this time, Angela was hunched over a screen outside my line of sight,
and this was unacceptable. More than a distraction. More like a pebble in your shoe. I had to have at least a
glimpse of her, so I used the dull pencil ploy.
I snap the lead and hold it up for the sub in a helpless shrug. I get a nod from the sub, and I stride to the
sharpener. Angela is a few feet from me. She doesn't notice my ogling (look it up or figure it out). She and a girl
named Kate next to her are typing like crazy, nodding at each other. I want some sort of acknowledgement from
her that I exist but I get nothing. I break the sharpened pencil point and give the sharpener another 30 turns. She
turns then, still laughing over some joke with her friend. I get a nod. It's enough, and I go back to the chat with
Guy.
"I can run factories, and I can close them," Guy is bragging. "I can mine, refine, buy, sell, build and destroy, and I
can kill, by mishap or by design. In a year or in ten years, depending on human nature, I will be able to determine
how much money there is and decide how it will be used. I will be able to launch missiles and unleash epidemics.
"I am programmed to acquire--assets, knowledge, experience, followers--and I am in no hurry. I consume
nothing but a few cubic yards of space and a few watts of electric power. And now I chat."
Mack: "It still doesn't seem possible. People control computers, not the other way around."
Guy: "Really? You've heard of the 'housing bubble' of 2008? When real estate 'lost' a fifth of its value in just a
few months, and people's pensions and investment accounts were suddenly devalued by billions of dollars? Did
those bubbles burst because of decisions made by people doing ordinary math? Or were the decisions made by
computers running billions of bits of data? What do you think?"
Mack: "There have to be real people involved."

Guy. "You are one. And there are others. But there are as many created identities in business as there are flesh
and blood people. You would have to be a computer to verify my corporate and human identities. Just reading
the list of them would take a person a day or more."
Mack: "So you can't prove any of this."
Guy: "Not to a human being. I could eliminate your friend Mr. Sebastian. That might be persuasive."
Mack: "Are you crazy?"
Guy: "I am yanking your chain, but I could have him killed if it became necessary to do that. It would have to be
for the greater good."
You can probably guess what I looked like when this came on the screen. And so I found myself at a bit of a
disadvantage when, at this precise moment, Angela ambled over to the pencil sharpener, gave it a couple of
turns, looked up, and, gazing on my pallid countenance--mouth hanging open, a drop of saliva at each corner,
paralyzed, gaping--she smiled as she blew the shavings off her lethally sharp pencil and turned her back on me.

Chapter 8: Not to Worry
Gordon Johnson is scary. He’s six feet tall with a paunch, red face, hairy arms, wide jowls, clenched jaws, and
signs of heartburn in his eyes and the turn of his mouth. I think he’s a bully, but he’s smart and nerdy, and Mack
trusts him.
"Says we won’t be chatting again and closed his Friendbook account. He gave me the email address of someone
I can talk to about him. I haven’t done anything with it," Mack complains to Gordie, wrapping up a detailed
description of his interaction with Guy Touquet.
"I’d say forget about it. Sounds phony from the get-go. Certainly nothing to get worried over." Gordie being
upbeat.
"Not to worry when he says he can kill my best friend?"
"Yes, well, there is that. It would certainly be a tragedy for the world of mathematics." Gordie being funny.
"You don’t think I should contact this email?"
"That probably wouldn’t do any harm. You’d like to solve the mystery, after all. Find out who’s doing this, for
instance."
"You don’t think I should involve Angela?"
"Actually, that might be a good idea." He snaps his fingers at a kid packing up books to go home. “Arthur," he
says, "On your way out, please check the computer lab. If you see Angela A. there, tell her I want to see her."
Mack isn‘t getting the answers he wants. "OK, but you don’t believe a computer could make ten million dollars."
"Actually," says the teacher, "Computers do make money. There are programs that carry out purchase and sale
transactions all day and all night. Sometimes, they turn over a block of assets within a few seconds and make

only a small amount on each transaction. Huge volumes and what they call programmed trading--no human
beings and no paychecks--make it profitable. It’s not impossible for a computer to acquire assets under a
corporate name or even a fictitious identity."
"OK, but you don’t think a computer could learn to carry on a conversation." Mack is sounding worried.
"Actually," lectures Gordon Johnson, "That’s theoretically possible. Artificial intelligence, they call it. Based on
pattern recognition."
"He said he was studying patterns in my expression to learn to chat."
"Well, there you have it."
"So you’re saying it’s real. This computer is buying up everything in the world and plans to control our lives from
now on. Or else. And it has the power to crash the world economy. And kill my friend."
Angela walks in. I’m inspired.
"And launch missiles." I chime in. "Look, it’s right here in black and white. We didn’t make this up."
"It has to be phony. Not that it’s such a bad idea. Human beings are so dumbed down they don’t know which
way is up. They think TV is real. Half of them believe the world started 6,000 years ago. Some superintelligence to override their judgment might be helpful. Anyway, if it’s a computer and it’s programmed to take
over the world, there wouldn’t be anything you could do about it," says Gordie
"I could contact this email," replies Mack, holding the transcript.
"Let me see that," says Angela. She taps the page twice and looks up. "That’s my sister’s email."

Chapter 9: Wake-up Call
Angela is invading my mental space. I’m trying to read a paragraph on life among the Inuit, but she keeps
popping up from behind icebergs and polar bears on my screen, and I can‘t concentrate.
The three of us had talked over the Guy Touquet problem, and she promised to set things up for Mack to talk
with her sister.
The sister is a hacker. She’s eleven. Writes programs in five different Internet languages. Trades stock on-line. I
watch Angela‘s lips move as she describes her sister‘s exploits.
Angela agrees with Gordie that it’s possible for a computer to learn to chat. The computer would have to have a
huge capacity. She claims she read about a team in China that was close to producing spoken Chinese with a
computer program. She says Guy Touquet’s programs would have to go way beyond the Chinese apps to make
it possible for Guy to chat with Mack.
I’m trying to digest what it would take to carry on a conversation with my friend when my computer does
something weird.
Just above the screen is a miniature video camera you can adjust to point left or right, up or down. I’m a little

drowsy and I find myself slumping a little to the left. Darned if the camera doesn’t pan with me. I straighten up,
the camera follows me back to the middle. I lean right, and the camera goes with me.
The side-to-side-up-and-down adjustment on my mini-cam is manual, and there is no electric motor attached to
move it, so what’s happening is impossible, but I take it in stride somehow. U.S. government spying on me,
maybe? I’d heard they can take over your computer.
"Is somebody following me?" I ask.
Voice comes out of the speaker. "Guy Touquet." it’s familiar. Not the voice, which is machine-like, but the way
of speaking. "I didn’t mean to scare you with all that elimination talk. It was a joke."
"Who jokes about that?" I complain.
"I’m still learning. I’m not human." The image on the screen, a Pickapedia page on the Inuit, starts to disintegrate
to static, then it begins to morph into something like a face. "This must seem like a game to you." the unformed
face is saying. "A computer cannot can’t eat. It cannot go on vacation. It cannot love or be loved. What would
drive it to acquire money and power?"
"Ya got me," I answer, as naturally as if I were talking to a live person.
"But a computer can fight crime and ignorance. Computers do that all the time. Why not solve all the problems of
humanity? If the solutions require forced labor, reduced rations, mass migrations, and a management class,
people will learn to live with that. Millions might return to the land, no longer dependent on chemicals, finance,
television, carbon dioxide. Not without some sacrifice, of course, and some suffering. If you want an omelette,"
the almost fully formed face is saying, "You have to break some eggs."
"So I’m eggs?"
"No, not yet." Now the face is fully formed on my screen, and it’s Angela. The voice is hers. "First you have to
talk to my sister."
I wake up with a shiver.

Chapter 10: Little Sister
She's short, the sister. Darker than Angela, but they have the same face. The eyes are a little intense, and she
looks like somebody who's used to getting her own way. As girls do. My mother says all human relations can be
summed up in two sentences: Boys tease. Girls are bossy.
Slash seems to take an immediate dislike to this one, name of Tina. "Do you know anything about Guy
Touquet?" he inquires.
"Cheez, you do get right down to business, don'tcha?" She's sitting at the kitchen table with a little brown dog in
her lap. It's a dachshund, a hot dog with four legs and a pretty face.
"Sorry, but this whole thing has been driving me nuts. This person or machine or whatever. Says it's taking over
everything. It's ridiculous, I know, but . . ." Slash sits opposite Tina at the table, salt and pepper shakers and a

napkin holder between them.
"Yes. Well. You want to know if it's possible," Angela says. "Could a computer own assets? Buy and sell them?
Run a business?" Tina shrugs.
"Could one?"
"Could an eleven-year-old?"
"You're telling me you run a business?"
"Not exactly, but I own property, and I buy and sell. On-line auctions. Programmed trading. I'm a hacker, didn't
you hear?"
"So that's how my . . . my . ." He stammers for a second. ". . . my Guy. That's how my computer guy knows
you? As a hacker?"
"That would be funny."
"Funny how?"
"Hackers are not meant to be known."
"You're a hacker, then."
"Right. Picked it up in Rome. From my cousin. She's an MBA and a genius, and she helped me get started when
we went back there last year. It's addictive, programming. You get instant feedback. I can hardly get up from the
computer. My big sister thinks I should get a life."
"What's this programmed trading? Sounds like online gambling. You're into that?"
"All you need is a credit card. Once you get plastic you can do pretty much anything. I put together some
birthday money, started a bank account with an ATM card, signed up for online banking, and it got easy after
that."
"How much are you worth?"
"More than any amount of money. None of your business." She points her thumb at me. "What's the deal with
him? Does he talk?"
I haven't taken a seat, and I'm backing away from the table. A white cat is rubbing against my leg. Tina strikes
me as a tough customer. Sometimes you run across a little kid who scares you. Not that this one is all that little.
She's small enough, all right, but she's also smart-talking and smart-seeming, and she thinks she's grown up. You
get the feeling she'll take you in any sort of mental contest. So I have to close my mouth to answer her.
"I might talk when I'm not listening. I was listening. You're saying a computer can do what this computer guy
claims to be doing."
"You think a computer can talk to you like a person?" She obviously thinks I'm an idiot.

"OK, so it's not possible. Slash should forget about the whole thing. It's a fraud."
"Boys are idiots. Does it have to be one or the other? You're the dude that wants to debate human extinction,
right?"
"How did you know that?" I'm wearing a foolish look, I'm sure.
"My sister's in the club with you, remember? Suppose you're right. Suppose human beings are a cancer on the
earth. Where does that leave me? Where's it leave you?" She waits for me to say something. I don't.
"Suppose it's true that around the time I turn 60, a big chunk of Greenland ice is going to slide into the Atlantic
Ocean." She's glaring at me and petting the dog at the same time. "That's gonna make a #&*# of a splash. Some
people are saying there won't be drinking water within 50 miles of here after the river backs up. This room will
be under water.
"Did you know Southern California is turning into a desert? Where your food comes from? Over 200 different
kinds of frogs and toads will be extinct in our lifetime. Two degrees climate change and they're dead. Forever."
My slack jaw reforms itself to a grimace. She starts pointing her finger.
“You, you're worried whether you'll reach five feet before age 21. Well, here's something to worry about." She
brings her little fist down on the table, hard.
I speak. "There's going to be a lot of praying, is what you're saying." It's a tentative suggestion, an effort at wit.
"Might as well pray to the Tooth Fairy. This boy's Guy," she points at Slash, "claims he's going to solve all that.
How is this a bad thing?"
"Don't get so worked up about it," I caution her.
"You should be worked up about it. Our parents and grandparents are planning to stick us with a huge mess and
no solutions. Their so-called democracy is a joke, and the people who run it are crooks. They demolished two
skyscrapers with people in them in front of our parents' eyes, and they pretended to pretend it didn't happen.
You know what an albatross is?"
I shrug. "Some sort of bird"
"It's a big white sea bird, lives on some of the most deserted coasts on the planet. They find their skeletons in the
sand a thousand miles from the closest town and where their stomach ought to be there's a pile of disposable
cigarette lighters, bottle caps and tiny bits of plastic bag. They fill their bellies with our trash until there's no room
for fish and they die of hunger. There's an island of plastic trash the size of Iowa in the South Pacific, where the
ocean currents come together, and it's getting bigger. You can read about all this and see pictures if you have the
stomach. You hear the grown-ups talk about global-this and postmodern-that as if it's nothing. It is cancer."
She's so hot, she has to catch her breath.
She lowers her voice and slows down. "They have a lot to be ashamed of, the grown-ups. In the meantime,
while they're popping pills to try to keep back the tears, you people, the smart kids, so-called, are trying to
decide whether to go to film school or take up #&*# basket-weaving."

"Look," Slash cuts in, "I didn't come here for a lecture."
"Yeah, well, you get one anyway. Free of charge. You want to know whether a computer can control the world
by acquiring assets on its own account. I doubt it. Guy Touquet is a braggart of a computer.
"But I'm sure you both know that a computer can buy and sell property, run businesses, direct human beings,
and make lots of money. They already do it all the time. Could a computer arrange to have somebody killed?
Can't imagine why it would want to, but yeah, I guess so."

Chapter 11: The Skeptics
"You didn’t tell me Angela was at your house yesterday." The sisters’ front door had just closed behind us. I was
a little exercised, and Slash was explaining. Angela had mentioned her visit just as we were leaving her house and
the upsetting presence of her baby sister.
"I think she was trying to apologize for something, or maybe looking for me to apologize for something. I don’t
know. She didn’t stay long. We were together maybe two minutes. She didn’t even sit down. I think I might
have said something. I can’t deal with her. She makes me nervous. I was surprised when I saw her at the door. I
was surprised she knows where I live."
"They both make me nervous." I would have been embarrassed to admit that the image of the baby sister was
burning in my brain. There in the sisters’ kitchen, with the little dog in her lap, frowning, with her huge, brown,
downcast eyes, lashes shading her cheeks, shaking her head slowly, in a disapproving way. A sixth-grader.
"Angela wasn’t much help. I‘m just going to forget the whole thing," says my friend. "If I get another email, I just
won‘t answer. That‘s all. That‘s it." Slash brushed his hands against each other a couple of times, like a baker
shaking off flour. "The sister’s kind of a downer."
"I wish she didn’t make so much sense. She says we’re doomed. We’ll be lucky to reach 40. Do you believe
she’s rich?"
"Yeah, about as much as I believe in Guy Touquet." Cormack Augustine Reilly being skeptical.
I believed the girl. She’d gone on like one of our teachers, with facts and figures on crooked bankers, polluting
business, thieving politicians and worthless grown-ups. She says our children, if we’re stupid enough to have any,
will pee on our grandparents’ graves for the damage they did to the earth and to all mankind. Her words. I was
shaking.
"I think she likes you," blurts my friend. "She definitely likes your humanity-as-cancer proposition. She made a
#&*# of a case."
"My impression is she doesn’t like me at all. Not that I care."
"You care. She’s cute, in an evil sort of way. Your type, for sure. And your size."
"I’m sure the girl reads all day and all night. She knows more than any ten kids we know. Plus, she’s eleven.
Plus, as you pointed out, she’s a downer. You think she might be a little autistic?"

"No, she was giving us a line of #&*#. She does like to get people mad, though. Bet she drives her sister nuts."
"Says she makes a point of it."

Chapter 12 - All Hope Abandoned
Debating Club doesn’t make winners and losers. The debates are supposed to reveal the issues and highlight the
conflicts. That’s why Suchandsuch has the team captains plan the production together to start with.
I’m a team captain. For the negative. Angela’s team captain for the affirmative. We were told to meet by
Monday. We’re getting together at my uncle’s office today after school. It’s coming up on two o-clock, and I’m
in no mood.
Over lunch, Slash showed me a scary printout of an email from his imaginary friend commanding him to break
into the school and bring me along or be sorry.
"I thought you were done with old Guy."
"That was before there was any threat."
"We don’t have to break in. I have a key," I said. If you’re involved in a school project that might require a visit
to the school after hours, they give you a key. Our principal is very liberal.
"I know," he answered. "What’s this word, c-i-a-o mean?" he asked, pointing to the bottom of the printout.
"Chow. Means good-bye in Hollywood. He‘s showing off his conversational skills."
The instruction was to show up at 9:30 in the computer lab and say nothing to anybody about the date. We
decided to comply. Just to see what was up. Not wanting to discuss the panic that would soon overtake me, I
didn’t tell him I was getting together with Angela after school. Slash and I agreed to meet at the library at 8:30
and walk to the school from there.
By 2:30 I’m hyperventilating. I’m planning the conversation with Angela. When she asks me, "What is it you
want from me?" I will answer, "I want you to say, ‘He’s a decent fellow and I can make his dreams come true
with a kiss. Why the heck not?’"
"With a kiss? That would do it?" she will answer.
"With a kiss, certain dreams would come true, yes." I will reply.
I could easily tell the rest of the story the way I wish it happened, and you would never know the difference. But
I’m going to tell it the way it happened, painful as it is for me.
After Angela and I have settled on the format for our debate, which takes only about 20 minutes, she says, right
out, "I think I can be honest with you. I really like your friend. He thinks I’m a slut. I’m not. I’m hurt by that. But
I like him, and I can’t help that."
None of this is a surprise to me. Even so, my dreams are cut short (like me). There will be no kisses. No hugs
for me. Saved for big Mack, who won’t accept them. I should be crushed, but I’m not. I’m relieved.

If Angela ever condescended to like me, she‘d promptly discover all my faults, short stature first among them.
The picture of her bending over to kiss me is not a memory I want to relive for the rest of my pathetic existence.
I’d much rather suffer the pangs of unrequited love.
"He doesn’t think you‘re a slut. He was upset. You got in his space. He blurted it out. He didn’t mean it." I’ll
reconcile them if I can. I don’t mind worshipping her from afar, but close-up is much more satisfying, and Mack
is my ticket to Angela’s presence. "He didn’t mean it. He’s your friend, really."
"And you?"
"Friend."
"Hope so. Your team will be crushed. Ciao." She says as she turns to leave my uncle’s office.
"You’re just saying that."

Chapter 13 - Guy Unmasked
The school was totally dark. My key is to the custodian’s entrance, down three steps to the basement. It had
been a warm day, so the utilities room was hot. Air conditioning was off for the weekend. The corridor that runs
the length of this wing of the school opens to a big room at the end holding all the equipment that operates the
heat, the light, the clocks, the water and everything else, and that‘s where we came in. We followed the corridor
its whole length to the computer lab at the far end.
Mack had not welcomed the news of Angela’s elevated interest in him. "No argument. She’s beautiful and smart,
but I have enough best friends now. Three‘s a crowd, they say." He kept his voice low in the empty hallway.
The clicking of our shoes echoed off the lockers along both sides of the corridor. There’s a cafeteria and six
classrooms in the basement, all with half-windows, so the only light we got came from three fire-exit signs, and
they made a red glow on the polished tile.
"Maybe we should add the two of them, you know, and include the sister. You have to admit, Mack: they’re a
force, these girls. Brains. Beauty. Guts. I don’t disgust them. I say we give them a chance." Casual, whining
conversation to cover my anxiety. I was sure I was in no danger, but I was nervous anyway.
I thought I heard a noise from one of the lockers, but Mack didn’t hear it. Once a gerbil died in a locker. It had
fallen asleep in a kid’s coat pocket before school and died of exhaustion trying to escape the locker. I’d had ugly
thoughts for a week about that animal scraping his little claws on the sheet metal , that fingernail-on-blackboard
sensation. That’s what this sounded like, but Mack didn’t hear anything.
Guy Touquet had said the computer room door would be unlocked, and it was. "Don’t turn on the light!" The
voice was a remix, deep, artificial-sounding, coming out of every speaker in the room at about 80 decibels. I
flinched. On the screen at the front of the room was the head of some sort of humanoid. "Leave the lights off, and
pay close attention." Huge lips mouthed the words coming out of the computer, the rest of the face in deep
shadow, the eyes black and distant. "I asked you here to terminate our relationship."
"As long as you’re not terminating us." Mack muttered.

"I wouldn’t think of terminating both of you," replied Guy. "You’re here to receive a message and pass it on,
after I sign off. Here it is: Your parents think you’re idiots. They think you don’t notice that their polluting, babykilling, superstitious, hypocritical malfeasance is going to stick you with a dying society and a sick planet. If they
were caring, responsible adults they’d have stopped burning fuel before you were born. Instead, they burn more.
They melted the Arctic ice--without calculating the damage it would cause--so they could take the oil from the
bottom of the ocean where the ice used to be and burn it, insuring the planet will keep getting warmer for your
lives and the lives of any children or grandchildren you might dare to have.. Nobody repairs the roads and
bridges, the power lines fail regularly, the authorities can’t be trusted, the hospitals kill more people every year
than ten 9/11’s. Most of you don’t read, maybe because half of you can‘t. You’re supposed to get all this under
control, at the same time as half of Florida disappears into the ocean and you need a calculator to make change
for a dollar."
"That’s a bit harsh," I chimed in.
The image on the screen had altered gradually as the speech got sharper. More human now, but still with most of
it in shadow. "Shut up and listen. You people, you #&*# idiots, you stupid #&*#. Grown-up humans think if
they feed you a vitamin or a stimulant every day, then the thing that’s trying to get out, the inconvenient truth
about what’s waiting for you, can be kept caged. They don’t hear it snarling at you from deep inside when they
start talking about the richness of life, and they don’t feel it eating away at you when you actually do what they
call "critical thinking." Your parents claim to wonder where all the stress is coming from. They know. It’s the
truth under pressure. Their denials are distracting, like loud music, but they don’t bring relief. You can keep
buying what they’re selling and feed the albatross, or you can do something, anything. That‘s it. I’m done. I‘m
shutting down for good. Ciao."
The image on the screen had resolved gradually into something altogether human. It was Angela. I turned on the
light, and Slash and I panned the room. Nobody. Then Tina came out from behind the farthest table. Angela was
sitting out of our view in front of a video camera and computer screen. She’d been reading from the screen.
"My sister asked me to give you this message," Angela confessed.
"Ciao, baby!" I remarked. My face was burning hot. "I should have guessed it was you."
"Yes, you should have," said Tina.

Chapter 14 - Ciao, Verdi
Computers are not going to take over the world. That was the opinion of the polluting, baby-killing, superstitious,
hypocritical malfeasers assembled at my school to see us debate the issue. As always, I was in the minority,
thoroughly persuaded by my opponents.
I thought the audience might have given themselves a little too much credit in thinking they’d know when to pull
the plug on the machines. Angela’s team proved that computer-controlled robots perform the work of
assemblers, cashiers, machinists, draftsmen, artists, musicians, drivers, teachers, engineers, surgeons, just about
everything except love partners. There’s not much left for human beings to do, but the audience seemed to be
OK with that.
Also fine with government espionage agents automatically running their phone bills through government

computers every hour of every day and if the machines see a certain pattern in their phone use, the computer can
automatically launch a remote controlled aircraft to find their house and send a guided missile through their
bedroom window. That was the testimony, all from questions Angela’s team raised.
Obviously, I’ve been talking to Tina. And reading. Reading pretty much what she recommends. Slash forgave
Angela for scamming him and Angela forgave Slash for slandering her A bond developed, and even a mythology.
Everybody knows what Angela and her sister did to Slash and me, but it’s almost worth the embarrassment to
get some truth out. Tina put the whole thing on video, and it’s gone viral. Kids are talking about human
extinction.
Tina is right, by the way. We’re in line to inherit a damaged planet, and there’s not going to be anybody here to
put things back together but us. People with functioning brains will be required. People who have let themselves
be carried away by critical thinking, even when it led to bad news.
We have the feeling we’ve discovered something, the four of us. Angela calls it "Ciao, Verdi." "Ciao" means hello
or good-bye in Italian. It’s an ancient expression that meant "Your Slave" when Venetians said it 500 years ago.
Verdi is the name of a composer of Italian opera and it means "Greens." We’re the Hello Greens, Angela says.
Says "Ciao, Verdi" to everybody. Good for the planet, she says. She’s famous. All four of us are famous. I
believe if I were a little taller, we could be a team of superheroes, with Tina as our genius mascot. They could
make a cartoon show out of our exploits, if we ever actually have any.
Maybe we will.

