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Al ong the tunnel vision of a gun barrel, six year old Frankie Dalton
traced a point between the sl abbed shoul der bl ades of a frantic

gi ant, pacing the bedroom floor of his parents, shouting, 'Were's
the cash?' and waving a hunting knife at his nother and father
huddling in their bed, holding each other; waiting for it to be over.

To Frankie's way of thinking, the fact that the big nan had
broken into their farmhouse intending to rob them said nuch about his
intelligence: so dwarfed by rage at finding only dusty papers in his
father's strongbox, that it nust starve for oxygen in such a sinple
head as woul d expect cash to be found on hand in a prairie farnmouse,
during the driest growi ng season on record.

He hitched up his pyjam bottons and wi shed the big man woul d
stop paci ng around so nuch. Pl ease God, make himhold still for a
m nute. The man hesitated. Frankie's finger tightened on the trigger
of the shotgun he'd taken fromhis father's gun cabinet where it had
stood peacefully for as long as he could renenber.

BAM

The shot went high, up through the base of the big man's skul
and into the ceiling pushing himforward and spl ashing his brains
across his back, as he crashed down on Bill and Rose Dal ton, pinning
themto the mattress with his awful bul k. Frankie flew backwards into
t he bureau, cracked his head and slid to the floor.

A long thin squeegee sound squeal ed out as the man farted and
t hrummed hi s ankl es agai nst the bed frame. The fart mngled with the
snoke fromthe shotgun and hung Ii ke a ghost over the bed filling the
roomw th the odour of sulphur. It gagged Bill and Rose as the
struggl ed out fromunder the heavy corpse and rushed over to Frankie
who | ay unconsci ous on the floor.

* k%

"Frank! Are you listening to ne? Frank! If you don't send ne cash,



A.S.A P., to help support us, I'mtaking you to court. |I'm sure your
work is going to be thrilled to hear they have a dead-beat dad on
staff. Howw |l that help their image, aren't they the ones who
produce those horrid child robots? How anyone can possibly |ove a
robot is beyond ne. Aren't they always breaki ng down?"

Frank, a man in his thirties, but |ooking closer to fifty with a
conpl exion pitted and scarred |ike wall paper and premature grey hair,
shook his head to clear the daydream He glanced around the barren
| unchroom of the research hospital where he worked the graveyard
shift, then at his cell phone and said, "How did you get this nunber?
Don't call ne at work again. |I'lIl get you the noney, just don't cal
me again, Cdette!”

He snapped the cell closed. Imediately it rang again and he
flicked off the power button with a shudder of disgust.

The call fromhis ex-wfe rem nded himof his parents and their
marriage. It was perverse, his was such a failure and theirs was such
a success - despite the famly's poverty and his father's failed
I NSurance scam

It turned out that the man Frank killed was working a scamw th
his father who was to convert nomis jewelry into cash and then buy an
I nsurance policy. Then the big man woul d steal the cash, Dad woul d
make the claimagainst the insurance, and |ater they would split the
entire anmount. But Dad could never bring hinself to sell noms
jewels, he hid theminstead. He went to jail for conspiracy to commt
a felony and Frank didn't see himagain for five years. By then it
was too | ate.

Frank bl amed hinself for everything, which is what six year olds
do. He grew up angry, got in fights, and dropped out of school. Wth
time on his hands, he began stealing cars. At first, it was sinply a
way to neet his girlfriend who |lived outside of town, but he soon
found the cars brought easy cash by selling them across the |ine.

It wasn't |ong before U S Custons becane suspicious of this
Canadi an kid who drove expensive, but outlawed, classic gas guzzlers
across the |line and rode back the next day on a G eyhound bus, flush
with cash. On his final ride through, they demanded his ownership
papers, which he didn't have of course, and wound up in a Mnitoba
prison for grand theft auto.

When he got out, he travelled back to the States where the
sunshine of the South put a warnth in his heart that he rarely felt
i n Canada. He snuggled hinself across the line in a hidden
conpartment on a tractor trailer stuffed with dope. He | aughed when
he told the story of sharing that ride with the best buddy he could
have picked, BC Bud.

Frank settled in San D ego where he net and married the woman on
the cell phone, COdette Sinpson. He believed she was the hardest bitch
he woul d ever fall in love with. Wen he leaned in to kiss her, on
t heir weddi ng day, she turned her head so that he m ssed her nouth,
and one night, shortly after they were married, she held a flare gun



to his head while he pretended to sleep. He left after two years, and
now she had found hi mand was demandi ng noney for support. He didn't

know how he was going to conme up with her Easy Cash. This frightened

hi m

He t hought about the expensive equi pnment the hospital
stockpil ed, nost of it nobody used and it just collected dust in the
storeroons. One of his jobs was delivering the equipnment to the
various | abs and wards around the hospital, the rest he packed neatly
into the dark storage conpartnents in the basenent. He renmenbered how
this guy, Andy Biggs, fromhis prison days turned up in the bar one
ni ght; he runs a pawn shop and wants to do business with him but
Frank brushed himoff. Maybe he should take himup on the offer and
turn some of that forgotten equi pnent into Odette's Easy Cash
Amazi ng how opportunities often lay at your feet, just waiting to be
pi cked up.

Frank got up fromthe cafeteria table with a new sense of hope,
he deposited his tray on the rack and retrieved his hot-pink wagon to
begi n making his deliveries. He had stops to make in Geriatrics,
Pediatrics and the research lab. It was after 2 AMand it woul d be
quiet, only the night nurses to chat up --tough work. In spite of his
worries, he smled to hinself and wheel ed the wagon, |oaded wth
heavy parcels, out to the bank of elevators.

Frank |iked the hot-pink wagon. It was his idea, in fact, to
paint it that colour in order to protect it fromturning up 'lost’'.
In the six nonths he'd been at this job, he'd already 'l ost' two
wagons. He suspected the guys down in shipping/receiving were sw ping
them but couldn't prove it, and he didn't want to stir up any
trouble. So he decided to paint this one because few people would be
caught dead pushing anything in public that was hot-pink. It didn't
bot her hi mthough. He smled to hinself again and whistled as he
waited for the elevator. Wien it arrived, he stepped aboard and said
"Ceriatrics."

"Thank you, Frank Dalton,” the elevator replied, in a sexy
femal e voice, as it authenticated his voice print and confirmed his
access privileges to the geriatric ward.

"You're wel cone babe. Now be sure and pick nme up in an hour, and
don't be late!" It always made him feel inportant when the el evator
allowed himinto restricted zones. He had been lucky to get his
crimnal record expunged, otherw se he woul d never have passed the
security bond that was required for this job.

Frank's deliveries took I ess than an *hour in both the G & P
wards, but he still had the research lab to do. He noticed the snell
of newborn baby that clung to his clothes as he rode the el evator
down to the basenent |evel where the lab facilities were. It was |ike
inhaling a summer day, after breathing in the antiseptic-treated air
that hung Iike cheap perfune over the rotting snell of near-death in
the geriatric ward. The weat her panel enbedded in the snoked gl ass
mrror of the elevator wall caught Frank's attention as it blinked
over froma cartoon of rain storns to one of a smling sun. He
sighed--it was going to be another hot one. It was hard to get used



to this new weather, it felt |like the seasons had been dialled
backwards three nonths. Frank hated running the air conditioning in
his apartnent--power fromthe grid was hi deously expensive. He woul d
upgrade to a nodel that ran on fuel cells, one day soon, but right
now he was, as they say, 'so broke he squeaked.'

The doors slid open and the el evator announced, "Advanced
Research and Special Production Lab." Despite being awkward, the
el evator-girl nmade the nane sound sexy. He pushed the wagon out of
the elevator and started down the | ong access tunnel. Soft nusic
pl ayed and his rubber sol es squeaked neekly in a false rhythm Light
foll owed himas he noved, emanating fromthe walls in a twelve foot
radius. He saw hinself as a firefly flitting through the night,
avoi ding the predators lurking in the dark.

When he reached the main | ab entrance, Frank took out his naster
key and unl ocked the heavy doors. As he pushed his wagon inside, and
the lights cane on, he was startled by a strange sound. He stopped
and held his breath, listening. H's heart thunped. He heard it again
fromthe far side of the lab. It sounded Iike a baby crying. Pacing
slowy around the room trying not to make a sound, he cursed his
meek rubber soles as they announced thensel ves. He passed | ong,
bl ack, Arborite benches piled with gently hunmm ng el ectronic
equi pnent, but still heard nothing. He wal ked around the |ab again,
and then he heard it.

" DA- DAl

It seenmed to be comng fromone of the conputers. Frank was
i mredi ately suspicious that it was a practical joke on the part of
the techs. The | ab workers were al ways doi ng sonet hi ng goofy. Once
they glued the toilet rolls in the staff washroons, so you coul dn't
get a decent handful of paper off the roll. Pretty irritating. Mybe
this was a joke ainmed at him He knew well enough to | eave the gear
al one, and they weren't going to trick himinto losing his job. He
turned around and started for the office area to drop off his
parcels. Behind him he heard a small electrical whine and then
agai n,

" DA- DA?"

This time it was nore plaintive, talking to him He felt as if
sonmeone or sone thing was watching him It was unnerving. Wat the
hell was it? And where was that whining sound comng fronf? It sounded
like an electrical notor--he bent down and peered under the bench,
then noved across the room heard it again. He noved back and spotted
it--a small canera, nounted on top of a shiny black box, was tracking
him Damm! Were they recording hin? What woul d they think of next--
he'd made a G D. fool out of hinself, and they had it on tape! At
| east he hadn't been scratching his balls...or had he? Well, too late
to do anything about that. Better to | eave i mediately and ignore the
whol e matter. Whatever the hell the thing was, it wasn't his concern.

Frank turned around and storned out of the |lab. The demandi ng
cry, "DA-DAI" whistling behind him In the hallway, he realized his
wagon, with deliveries waiting, was still back in the [ab. So, back



he went. The conputer was still crying that silly phrase "DA-DAl" It
was enough to drive anybody crazy.

"It's okay boy, it's okay! Go back to sleep,"” Frank pleaded. Then a
song fromhis childhood cane to mi nd and he sang: "Hush little baby

don't say a word, Dada's going to buy you a nocking bird... and if
that nocking bird don't sing, Dada's going to buy you a di anond
ring..." Imediately the crying stopped, but the nonent Frank tried

to push his wagon out the door, the voice began calling again. So
Frank spent the remainder of his shift reciting all the nursery
rhymes and songs he renenbered his parents singing to himon the many
ni ghts when he couldn't find sl eep.

* **

Several days l|ater, Frank was back with his pink wagon delivering
parcels to the | ab--big, heavy, and probably expensive parcels,
weari ng Canada Custons stickers, country of origin Japan. A bundl e of
techs were gathered around the bench where he'd spent nost of that
night. They were talking rapidly, some chewing their nails, others
waving their arnms. He was as good as invisible, so he noved closer to
see what was going on. Jim one of the senior techs, was talking to
the shiny black box and | ooking nmeaningfully into a tiny canera
nmounted on its top. He sounded as if he was talking to a child
"Rodney? Can you say hell o? Hell o0?"

And then Rodney spoke, "EELLO? ELLO"

"Yay!" the group cheered. The canera spun in excitenent. Jim
cleared his throat.

"Try my name again. Say, hello Jim hello Jim"
"ELLO. ELLO? [l ong pause] ELLO, YIM... ELLOJIM™

Again, they cheered with excitenent. The canmera danced wth
pl easure. Then Russell| Yakanoto, the chief research scientist,
noticed Frank |urking anong the deliveries and signalled the group to
hush, gently placing a calmng hand on the camera. "Frank, this area
is off limts for the next little while. Okay?"

"Sure. Certainly, sir."”™ Shit, | called himsir!

"What is it you' ve brought us?" He bent over and inspected the
parcel s on Frank's wagon. "Ah - good! |'ve been waiting for these.
Thank you, Frank. Now, do | need to sign anything?"

Aw sure ... don't let the door hit you in the butt... "Ch, yeah,
you do, sir. Here it is." As Frank stooped over the wagon to pick up
the clipboard, the video camera suddenly began sw velling and
adj usting focus, and then a happy peal cried out fromthe conputer's
speakers, freezing everyone in the room

" DADA! ELLO DA- DA!' "

Yakanot o | ooked at the camera, then at Frank pointedly, "What's



goi ng on?" Frank was flumoxed. He didn't know what was goi ng on,
only that this tinme he certainly wasn't scratching his balls.

"DA- DAl DA-DA!'" The thing cried out again.
Frank got behind his pink wagon and started for the door.

"Wait, Frank! Hang on. Frank stop!" Dr. Yakanoto ordered. Frank
was so flustered he hardly heard him but stopped at the door and
didn't turn around. Dr. Yakanoto wal ked over, "Hold on a m nute
Frank. | just want to find out what is making our project behave so
curiously. Wuld you cone with nme, please?" Frank foll owed himback
to the work bench.

"People, | want to reduce the stinmulus presented to our project.
Coul d you all go back to your work stations for the neanti ne? Not
you, Lucy. Frank, this is Lucy May, she is one of our research
assistants. Lucy, this is Frank Dalton."

Frank gazed into Lucy's black eyes, they danced with | aughter;
but it was over a joke the two of themwere sharing, not one at his
expense. He extended his hand, Lucy took it and they shook. The video
canmera swivell ed between the three of them unable to decide who to
focus on in the tabl eau.

"Now Frank, why did our project here react with so much
"excitenent' once it saw you?" Yakanoto asked.

Frank was pissed. What the hell was this guy expecting himto
say. He had no idea what their 'project' was. Up to this point, he
t hought he was the butt of one of their jokes. "I'msure | haven't
the slightest idea, sir."

Dr. Yakanoto was unperturbed, he smled. "You were in here a
coupl e of nights ago, weren't you Frank?" Frank nodded. "Good, you're
bei ng honest with ne. The security canmeras--this canera, by the way,
is not one--recorded you here at around 2 AM |I'minterested in
heari ng your perspective on what happened that night." He was really
getting in Frank's face, but he could also get himfired, which made
hi m even harder to ignore. Still, sonething in his expression nmade
you want to trust him

"Ckay, until now, | thought this", he gestured towards the
canera with his head, "was sonme kind of practical joke rigged up by
your |ab boys to catch innocent bystanders in enbarrassing nonents.
Excuse ne, |ab people,” Frank | ooked pointedly at Lucy who was
watching himwth a small smle playing at the corners of her nouth.
Was it just himor was it getting warmin here? He felt Iike a bug

under a mcroscope. "I cane in last night to drop off sonme packages
that got delivered |ate, when all of a sudden your 'project' starts
maki ng this strange noise. But | didn't touch it! | just kind of

spoke to it and that seened to calmit down. But each tine | tried
to leave, it started up again, so | told it stories, nursery rhynes,
songs ny daddy used to sing to nme. Eventually, it nust have dozed off
or got bored or sonething. Anyway it stopped that racket and | left.
Must have been 6 A M by then; ny shift was over so | went hone. It



was fine when | left it--whatever it is. Maybe now you'll tell nme?"
"Tell you what, Frank?" asked Yakanoto.
"What it is, sir?" Duh.

“"All in good tinme. Lucy, what are your conclusions, based on
what Frank has just told us?"

"O not," Frank nuttered.

"I would say Project Rodney has inprinted on him" Lucy repli ed.
She slowy tapped a Staedtler nechanical pencil against her jaw, just
bel ow a delicate un-pierced ear |obe. She was a lefty, and as dry as
af t er shave.

"Three days ago we installed the new sel f-awareness code but
wer e di sappoi nted because we didn't see any i medi ate effects.
Possi bly, after evolving the necessary neural framework, it was
sinply a matter of timng. In effect, M. Dalton appeared before
Rodney at the precise nonent when both Rodney's pattern recognition
and i mage tracking functions were activated. The result seens to be
that Rodney now responds better to M. Dalton than any of the team"™

"You're certainly right about that. Thank you, Lucy," said
Yakanoto. "Frank, let's try sonmething, | want you to begin wal ki ng
slowy around the room"

Frank conplied, and as he wal ked down the row of benches,
Rodney's canera tracked himperfectly. Then Yakanoto put his hand
over the lens, while Frank continued to negotiate the perineter--the
canmera stopped novi ng and Rodney squealed in protest to the blinding.
"Ckay, " said Yakanoto, "now stop and say sonething, Frank."

He stopped about 20 feet behind them and scratched his head,
"What should | say?"

"ELLO ELLO DA-DA!" The canera spun out of Yakanoto's grasp and
whi pped around until it found Frank.

" Amazi ng" breathed Lucy.

"Yes, it is,"” said Dr. Yakanoto with a smle. "Frank, I'd |ike
to involve you in sone nore testing. Are you able to get away from
your regular duties for a few days, maybe a week?" Frank bal ked, he
wasn't sure he wanted to be involved in such weird shit.

"Well, we're pretty busy right now. .."

"That's okay, 1'll speak to the director, and get her to second
you for a few days. You won't mind, wll you? It would be
tremendously inportant and exciting work. O course, we'll pay your

regular salary plus a research comm ssion, and overtinme for any extra
hours you put in."

Well - now that the pot had been sweetened, it didn't seemquite



as weird as sonme other shit he could renenber doing. "No, | nean
sure. If you can clear it with nmy boss, | suppose it'll be
okay....l"'d better get back to work now "

"Great. See you in a couple of days then. And Frank, thanks for
your hel p!"

"Sure, no problem" He retrieved his pink wagon and left the |ab
feeling both exhilaration and dread. He had a bad feeling about this
sci ence experinment, but he couldn't say why; it was creepy that the
thing recognized him but it was thrilling too. Was he aching for
famly so badly that even smart silicon would do? Wonder what Lucy's
concl usions would be to that? The team watched hi m go, then huddl ed
around Rodney's nmachi ne and began di scussing their next m|estone. A
body.

* k%

Two days | ater, Frank was back in the lab with the new job
title, "Paternity Consultant.' The hospital director had agreed to
hi mworking with the research team but had ni xed the research
conm ssion, and the overtinme. No expl anation--the bitch--probably
going into her own pocket.

When Frank arrived he reported to Dr. Yakanoto, who assigned him
an office. He'd never had his own office before, never mnd a title--
still wasn't sure what 'Paternity Consultant' neant, or what he was
supposed to do, but Yakanoto told himthey would neet in a couple
hours and go over all the particulars. In the neantine, Frank should
just relax and settle in. So he sat behind the new desk in his new
swivel chair and played with the paper clips, sonething he thought
every manager who had an office probably did fromtinme to tine.
Tiring after about ten mnutes of it, he went out to explore the
lab ... he clearly didn't have the stam na required for managenent
wor k. He noticed people were still arriving for work, so he could
sleep in an extra hour in the future. Pl anning, now he was good at
t hat .

Lucy cane in and told himhe would get the grand tour as soon as she
got her coat off. Had he found the coffee roomyet? Nope. He |iked
her conpany, her perfunme, so he didn't let on that he knew where to
get the caffeine. She said to foll ow her down the hall and she'd drop
himoff there and pick himup when she canme back from her office. He
followed in the wake of her freshly showered hair, happy to be alive.
Leaving himto fend for hinself, he fixed two cups and was si ppi ng
hi s when she returned.

"Mmm " she inhaled, "I could use one of those." Frank handed
her a cup
"I didn't know how you take it, so | left it black."

"Perfect, thanks." She drank slowy. "So are you | ooking forward
to the new job, M. Dalton? It should be exciting work."

"It's Frank, okay?"



"Sure, Lucy." They shook hands.

"Great--well Lucy, that's what people keep telling nme, but no
one can say exactly what a 'Paternity Consultant' is or does." Lucy
let out a guffaw. He loved it.

“"It's just a fancy name that we nmade up to convince the director
you should work wth us; her departnment will | ook pretty good | oaning
out a PC. No offence intended...but basically you will be working as
a 'nanny'."

Frank swal | owed and put down his cup, "I don't think I"'mreally
suited for baby sitting," he glanced around for an exit.

"No, the job is nmuch nore than that. Think of Mary Poppins."
"Uh, she was a television producer, right?"

"No that was Mary Tyl er-Moore."

"Ch, right. So who was Mary Pi ppins?"

"Poppi ns. She was a nanny w th magi cal powers."

"So now | have magi cal powers?" That's it - he was screwed.

"Look, forget about Mary Poppins. W just want you to play with
Rodney, and help himlearn about being a boy. He responds to you
because you were the first human he saw when he...woke up." She
touched his hand, "Frank, you have a powerful influence over him
Maybe too powerful, we just don't know "

Her eyes were as green as the sea and her perfunme rem nded him
of Mexi co. Maybe he could do this, "Wiy do you say 'too" powerful ?"

"We haven't quantified it yet, but we think it amounts to a far
greater influence than a natural parent has; and | ook at how real
children can turn out. Miurderers, Rapists, Thieves. W just don't
know at this point what the extent is, nor the outcone obviously."

"They say children learn what they live," said Frank, trying to
keep up his end of a conversation that had just taken on the
approxi mate wei ght of a refrigerator.

"So true," she said fixing himw th an inscrutable half-smle.
She tapped her jaw with her ever-ready Staedtler. "Anyway, your job
is to help Rodney learn to live, and Yakanoto will explain all this
to you in great detail, you can be certain. He runs a tight ship, so
he'll al so have sone papers for you to sign, standard non-discl osure
agreenents and bond assurances. You won't have any problemw th those
w il you?

"No, of course not." Frank shot his cuffs; he could feel his face
flushing. H's record as a mnor had been seal ed, otherw se he

woul dn't have been given the job, still it made hi munconfortable
when peopl e questioned hi mabout his past; but it was a different



with this one, standing just there close enough to touch....

And the nonment was gone, Lucy glanced at the clock on the wall,
“I"mjust supposed to show you around and introduce you to the team
so if you're ready, grab your coffee and let's go."

They spent the next hour with the people in the | ab tal king
about what each of their duties were. Frank |iked nost of them and
t hought he woul dn't have trouble working with them But each tine
Lucy introduced himas the "Paternity Consultant”, her tone seened to
add sonething that said "overpriced baby sitter."” Was she jeal ous or
was it his imagination?

Finally she took himto see Rodney. He was dreading this nonment,
but it cane down to putting his noney where his nouth was, so he took
a deep breath and they stepped into the lab. First he heard the whir
of Rodney's canera-eye targeting them then the overhead |ights began
flicking on and off and nusic canme streamng fromthe wall system it
was "The Honecom ng" by Haygood Hardy. The | ab people got up from
their workstations and | ooked around in bermusenent. \Wat was goi ng
on?

DADA! PLAY WTH ME? OK?

"I nteresting, Rodney has sonehow hooked into the el ectrical
system " nuttered one of the techies.

Dr. Yakanoto stuck his head out of his office, "That's quite a
royal wel cone Rodney's giving you Frank. Don't squander it." Ducked
back i nside.

Frank bl ushed. He didn't understand why this machi ne had taken
such a liking to him he had taken the job as a way of getting a
break fromthe facilities work, which bored himto tears--he had no
real interest in the technol ogy, but the show of affection from
Rodney touched him So he did a little dance and pl ayed air-piano
along with the song. This won hima tinkling |laugh from Rodney and
appl ause from Lucy and the team so he continued with even nore
out | andi sh noves, until he stopped exhausted.

"DO IT AGAINI'" Rodney shout ed.

"You two are getting along so well, | think I'Il |eave you
alone. | have sonme work to do." Wth that, Lucy excused herself.

So Frank hunched in front of Rodney's conputer and tried talking
to the canera. He wondered if this was what being on drugs was |iKke.
It felt so unreal, and he couldn't think of a thing to say. He tried
to renmenber what his father talked to himabout. Not much. It was his
not her who answered all his questions. Oten at bedtine, he would be
afraid of being left alone in the dark, and as she went to turn out
the light he'd ask just one nore question and she'd sit down again on
the side of his bed and patiently explain whatever new puzzle he'd
cone up with. But he found it hard to relax and open up with Rodney.
He kept telling hinself they were playing himfor a fool. Rodney was
not hing nore than a hi-tech version of the harp playing, wood



choppi ng, clockwork toys of the 19th century and he was convi nced
sonmeone was watching them from a hidden canera, feeding instructions
to the machi ne.

So he tried little tests to expose them He took three coffee
cups and placed themon the bench, hiding a creano under one cup, and
with a lightning fast hand began rearrangi ng the cups. He was good,
his hands were a blur. Each tinme he would stop and with a snug smle
ask Rodney where the creano was, believing that Rodney woul d make a
m st ake, but Rodney guessed correctly every tinme. This pissed him
of f--no-one guessed correctly every tine. Each tine he tried again,
noving the cups faster and faster, until finally one flew off the
bench and smashed on the floor. A few techs stopped and raised their
heads, then resuned their tasks. But Frank didn't stop, he sinply
switched tactics. "Repeat after ne, Rodney," Frank rattled off the
al phabet backwards. Rodney tried several tinmes to imtate him but
only got a third of the way through so Frank gl oated and got up to
refill his coffee and get a broom As he was about to step out of the
door, Rodney shrieked, "DADA DO NOT GO " And raced through the
al phabet backwards and forwards, panicked that Frank was | eaving him

Finally, in the late afternoon, Dr. Yakanoto cane in | ooking
tired "Frank, step into ny office please."” Frank followed himin.
"Sit down and close the door. It's time | told you about your new job

here. 1've heard you' ve been having a productive tine with Rodney
today. That's good news. You have taken the first step and that shows
initiative, | want you to continue exactly as you' ve been doi ng, just

playing wwth him GCetting to know him Do you think you're up to it?"

"It's been a little spooky; you know that thing is pretty smart.
Is there sone type of trick behind it!"

"Nope, no trick, are you able to relate to hin®
"Rel ate? How do you nean, relate to a child, a human, a pet?"

"No, |ike he's your own son. And you have two weeks to teach him
everyt hing he needs to know before you send himoff to school, to
play with the big boys."

"My son? kay, yes but only two weeks?"

"Yes, there will be nore work of this kind if you are
successful. But you' ve got to be commtted to the work -- at sou
depth -- and at the sanme tine not get involved with them"™

Dr. Yakanoto's intensity frightened and excited Frank. "Yes,
can do it."

"Excellent!"

Frank was abashed at the confidence Dr. Yakanoto had in himto
teach Rodney. He had never considered hinself very good father
material, or an especially good person, which he always suspected was
a requirenent for teaching children. Wen you considered all the cars
he'd stolen, the drugs he had snoked and the girls he had laid, he'd



be the | ast person he would choose to raise a child, or to work on
your conputer, in this case. For that's essentially what Rodney was,
or so Dr Yakanoto had tried to explain to him It helped settle his
m nd about the eeriness of a machine that could tal k, recognize him
beat his best noves, and call hi m Dada.

For Frank, the follow ng weeks ran by |ike children chasing an
ice-creamtruck. He arrived at work early, with delicious
anticipation of the day ahead, and often |left |ate, staying until 7
or 8 in the evening. It was fascinating work. He was tenpted to not
even call it work since mght have done it for free, had he net his
charge under different circunstances.

Frank and Lucy began neeting early in the coffee roomto nmap out
their day's work with Rodney. They had grown confortable with each
ot her, and found they enjoyed working together. "I want you in ny
life," Frank said, one norning. Lucy |ooked up at himand sm | ed her
half-smle. He | eaned across the table and gently touched her cheek.
Lucy |l eaned forward and they ki ssed.

Soon they were seeing each other outside of work. Their tine
wi th Rodney went nuch easier; they anticipated each other and
Rodney' s devel opnent increased rapidly.

Meanwhi | e, Frank was selling el ectronic equipnent, that he'd
stolen fromthe hospital, to the ex-con, Andy Biggs, he had net at
the bar. Since Frank was now working day-shift, his opportunity to
get the equipnment out was limted; he had to lie in order to go to
the storage area and snuggl e the equi pnment out of the hospital. H's
cover story was that he was going to visit his nother who was in a
nursi ng home. Once a week, he would nmake his way to the storage
facility and | oad a couple of the heavy parcels onto his wagon and
take themout to his van, parked in the | oading zone. Often, he would
pass Leon, the Shipper/Receiver, and tell himthat he had to return
sonme equi pnent that had been ordered incorrectly. Leon |liked Frank,
who often brought hima box of TimHorton's Donuts, and offered to
hel p himl|oad up the van, never suspecting that Frank was selling the
equi prent to Biggs.

Bi ggs drove a hard bargain, but he was in the market for nost of
t he equi pnment that the hospital dealt with. Frank could usually count
on an extra $500 a week just by delivering one or two pieces of
equi pnent. This way Frank could pay Odette her easy-noney w thout
digging into his paycheque. This arrangenent went on for a while
until Biggs began to get greedy.

"I got an idea. Let's start selling sone of those e-children
your conpany nmakes. | got just the custoner to sell one to," said

Bi ggs.

"What's wong with | eaving things the way they are? |I'm maki ng
enough as it is, aren't you," said Frank?

"I can never get enough!" Biggs |eered, "Cone on! Next delivery,
bring me an e-child. I'Il give you 50% of whatever | nake."



"Al'l right," said Frank, "but | can't do this on a regular
basis. It's too easy for themto mss one, and for ne to get caught.
Nobody keeps track of the supplies. |I've got to figure out how to get
one of themout of there."

"Ckay, fine. Just do it," said Biggs.

Early, the next norning, Frank found out where the e-children
were stocked. He let hinself into the storage area wth his master
key. It was eerie. Neatly stacked around the sides of the room where
several rows of e-children, grouped by age and sex, and covered in a
light plastic sheeting, |ike a dry-cleaner bags. Their eyes were
mercifully closed, as if they were asl eep standing up. Now that he'd
found the storage area he quickly let hinself out. He'd conme back
| ater that night to get one and take it to Biggs.

He wal ked back to the | ab thinking about how he woul d take the
e-child later that night. He would have to sign in at the security
desk, that could pose a problemif anyone di scovered the e-child
m ssing and started | ooking through the |ogs for suspicious activity.
He woul d have to get one out during the day, it would be difficult
but harder to trace.

As he wal ked back into the | ab, Lucy surprised him "H Frank,
all set to get to work?" Frank junped.

"Lucy! Yep, | sure am"

"Why so junpy, Frank? Your nother doing okay?"

"My nother? Ch --she's fine. Just alot on ny mnd."
"How s the nursing honme working out?"

"Not too bad. She's settling in, thanks. So, what's on for
t oday?"

"We're scheduled to work out with Rodney in the gym Now that
he's been placed into his new body, he's going to need to | earn how
to use it."

"I"d forgotten today was the day he would be transferred over.
How is he liking it?"

"He's ecstatic about it. He can't wait to show you, and have one
of those airplane rides you you' ve been promsing him But let's go
in so you can see for yourself."

Frank and Lucy stepped into the playroom set up for Rodney's
day-care and phys-ed. It was large and well it with natural |ighting
pi pes. The walls were lined with cupboards containing art material s,
and at the far end, a large jungle gymwas assenbled, with an
attached sw ng-set. Rodney, who was wildly sw nging back and forth
junped off when they cane in. His face was |lit up wth pleasure as he
shout ed Dad, and ploughed into Frank's |egs, wapping his arns around
Frank's knees and hugging themw th the loving arns of a six year



ol d.

Frank coul d barely speak over the lunp in his throat, "Hey
there, cowboy! You got yourself a great pair of dogs now How will we
keep up wth you?"

"Dad, you're funny! | don't have doggies!"

"He means your feet Rodney," Lucy said, "it's a slang term"”
"I like having these doggies!"”

"Well then let's put themto work, cowboy," said Frank.

They pl ayed together on the sw ngs showi ng Rodney how to punp in
order to get height, and bounced on the teeter- totter -- ganes that
woul d devel op his coordi nati on and physical stam na.

After a couple of hours Rodney was exhausted. It was the end of
their shift, and Frank was anxious to be away to the storage
conpartment. He asked Lucy to take care of shutting down Rodney and
gave her an excuse about having a nedical appointnent to go to. Lucy
was concerned, but didn't press for detail. Hmm she doesn't pry. |
i ke that. Too bad about the lie.

He stopped by the warehouse to pick up his wagon and a tarp,
then went back to the storage area where the e-child inventory were
kept. He took a quick | ook around to nmake sure he was al one, and then
slipped inside.

He didn't want to turn the lights on. Jeeze, it felt creepy
standi ng anong the rows of sleeping children; he tried to imgine
they were only mannequins. Still, he could here the throb of their
breathing and it nmade the hairs prickle on the back of his neck.

He bundl ed up the nearest e-child in the tarp and put it on the
wagon. He didn't stop to consider its age or sex. Biggs hadn't been
all that fussy anyway. Frank carefully let hinself out of the storage
area and made his way to the | oading dock. As he turned the corner at
the end of the hall he thought he heard the "snick"” of a door
closing. Shit, he had forgotten to | ock the storage room Back he
went, radar twangi ng. Any mnute soneone will cone down this hall. He
shoved the key in the lock, turned it, and then hustled to the
| oadi ng dock.

"HEY FRANK! NEED A HAND W TH THAT?" Leon calling fromthe
opposite end of the dock.

Shit.
"NO, |'M OKAY, THANKS LEON!"

"MORE EQUI PMENT TO RETURN? THAT SURE LOOKS AWVKWARD. Here, let ne
hel p you." Leon runni ng over.

THUMP



Frank flipped the body into the truck. "Like | said, | got it
Leon. See you tonorrow."” Frank junped into the cab.

"Thanks again for the donuts, Frank!"

"No problem"™ Frank started the engine and drove away (sigh).
Never m nd the donuts, Leon, think about the wagon you owe ne.

It surprised himhow keyed up he was about getting caught. He
must really enjoy working at the hospital. Probably it was worKking
with Lucy and Rodney that really made the sun shine in his life. It
pi ssed himoff that Odette had himby the balls so tight he had to
risk stealing fromthe place. He couldn't live this way anynore.
After this e-child was delivered, that would be the end of it. Cdette
could go screw herself, or she could take himto court and they woul d
finally settle the matter. He would no | onger cave in to her
out rageous demands. Making this vow felt good. Frank held the whee
with his knees and spat into his hands, then rubbed them together
until they were dry.

When he pulled up at the rear of the pawnshop, Biggs greeted him
with a surly "You' re late! Wiere the hell have you been?"

"I have a reqgular job, you know, aside from hel ping you get
rich! Anytinme you want to change our arrangenent just say the word."

"Aw, forget it. Did you bring the e-kid? Let's see him" Biggs
was excited. Frank wondered what the big deal was and then it struck
himwhat a privilege it was to be working with Rodney. How | ucky he
was not to be like Biggs, stuck inside a life that ground hi m down,
whi | e he ground others down, cynically believing that |life was unfair
to everyone, in equal neasure.

"Sure, " Frank said "it's in the back of the truck. Under the
tarp." Frank when to the back of the truck and lifted the tarp but
found not hing underneath. "Wat the fuck! It was here when | left the
hospital !

"Did you make any stops?" Asked Biggs.
"No. "

"What about traffic |ights?"

"Yeah, sure one or two."

"Shit. It nust have junped out along the way. W' ve got to
retrace your route."

"Alright, get in."
"Hang on, lemre |ock up the store.”
The cool night air felt good on her skin. The storage room

where her brothers and sisters remai ned, had been hot and poorly
ventilated. She felt both glad to be outside, and anxious to return



honme. She had junped fromthe truck at the first opportunity,
reacting to the feeling that it was bad to be away fromher famly.
Now she | oped al ongsi de the hi ghway, cars speedi ng passed her with a
rush of wind that rocked her slight body. A lowlevel inpulse spurred
her back to the hospital

A car pulled onto the shoul der ahead of her, and stopped. The
driver, a soft, round shoul dered, m ddl e-aged man with gl asses pushed
open the passenger door and shouted. "Hey, little girl, what're you
doi ng out here on the highway? Get in and I'Il drive you hone."

"Thank you." She clinbed into the front seat beside the soft man
who sat with a white handkerchief spread over his crotch. "Please
return nme to the G bson Medical Facility. Address: 11223 Devel opnent
Way," she said in a sweet voice.

"Oh, | certainly will. Let's just get this seat belt strapped on
you, first."

* k%

Frank and Bi ggs spent the rest of the night driving back and
forth along Frank's route, searching for the e-child but failed to
find her. Wien Frank arrived at work, Lucy nmet himat the door. She
was di straught. "Frank! One of the e-children left the building |ast
ni ght, sonehow -- no one knows how, it's never happened before!

"Hey, slow down Luce. It's okay they'Il find her."

"They al ready have. She was |ying on the shoul der of the
hi ghway. She was beaten and raped. The aut o-anbul ances picked up her
| ocat or beacon, they brought her in. Doctor Yakanoto just spent the
| ast two hours operating on her."

Frank was shocked. He felt a rush of guilt for renoving her from
the hospital, and putting her into harmis way. He also realized it
woul d be inpossible to take another e-child now. They woul d beef up
security to prevent |osing another one. "Wiy woul d she | eave the
hospi t al ?"

"It's not possible, she couldn't have left on her own. They're
all switched off, in there. Soneone had to take her. The police don't
have much to go on, but they've found the body of the man who raped
her. Soneone strangled himwth his seatbelt. It's just horrible!
can't imagine being in her place while all this was going on."

"What ?" Said Frank, "she was raped by this guy, but she nanaged
to kill himtoo? That doesn't sound possible."

"We don't know who killed this guy, Frank, but we do know he was
the one who raped her. Doctor Yakanoto gave DNA sanples to the police
and they've confirnmed that they belong to a man who was strangled to
death in his car, not far from where she was found.

"I't's |li ke sonmeone avenged her."



"Yes, or it's a freak coincidence."

"Have you been in to see Rodney yet?"

"I was in earlier but he wasn't in his room | thought he had
gotten up to neet you, so | went to the coffee room but he wasn't
there. Eventually, | found himin the E.C. storage area, curled up
around the feet of one of the children -sleeping. He nust have found
about the mssing girl and went to wait for her, or help her."

"Is that what he told you?"

"No, he said he didn't know how he got there. But | didn't feel
i ke he was being honest with ne. And Frank..."

"What el se, Lucy?"

"There was bl ood on his hands."

"On his hands?"

"Yes. On his hands."

"Whose?"

"He said it was his. From a nose bl eed."

"Can he do that?"

"Certainly. H's body is fully functional."

"Let's keep this anong the three of us, for now GCkay?"

"Ckay. |'mnot going to ask you why."

"Thanks. Did you shut himdown |ast night?"

"He asked to be put into dream node, he said he wanted to dream
about his famly. | didn't see anything wong with that. He al so
asked to see you. | told himyou had left early but would be in to
see himin the norning."

"Well, let's go see him"

They spent the rest of the norning hel ping Rodney exercise his
new body. He and Frank even westled the way a father and a son do,
one fully exploring his strength and cunning, the other practicing
subtle restraint. At lunchtinme, Frank excused hinself to run a few
errands. He had to phone Biggs and try tot sort out what woul d happen
now that they couldn't get one of the 'non-learners'. COdette had |eft
several nessages on his voice-mail demanding he start paying the
addi ti onal support or else face her |awers in court.

He rang up Biggs, "It's ne, Frank."

"Yeah, it's you. So what's happeni ng Frank? When are you com ng



by with anot her one of those synth-kids?"

"I can't. Not after what happened | ast night. They've got a ful
time security guard watching the inventory now. "

"That's no problem--"
"What do you nean, 'no probl enf?

"Listen to nme! Bring that one you're always braggi ng about. They
don't pack himaway at night, do they?"

"Rodney? Forget it. He's worth way nore than one of the non-
| earners. Besides, how would I get himout of there? I'd be the first
one they'd suspect."”

“I"ll double the noney. And don't worry about getting caught,
"Il take care of it. You just take himhone with you tonight --and
t he babe you're in love with. Make out |ike you' re going to have a
little practical assignment with the kid. I'll grab himwhen you're
all tucked into your beds and fast asleep.”

"No, | can't do it. Not to Rodney. There's got to be another
\I\ay_ n

"There isn't. And if you don't cooperate with nme on this Frank,
your boss is going to find out you've been doing quite a bit of 'in-
house' shopping at his expense. | mght even send hima video of you
stealing that synth-girl last night."

"Try that shit wwth me and you' Il spend the rest of your days
sl eeping with one eye open."

"What's the big deal anyways, Frank? He's a car, a joy-ride, a
thing. He's easy noney."

"How t he fuck woul d you know anyway? You don't spend ei ght hours
a day, five days a week with him"

"That's ny point, he's your job. Do you think that's good for
hin? Being raised in a factory, on a tine clock? I'mgoing to see he
goes to a good honme and you get paid for how well you brought him up.
VWhich will get Odette off your back. AmI right?"

Si | ence.

"Come on, am/| right?"

"Ck. Harmone hair on his head, your life won't be worth shit!"

* k%

Frank returned to the playroomshortly after lunch and tried to
| ook nonchal ant as he floated the suggesti on about a sl eep-over at
his pl ace.



"Hey, |'ve got a great idea, why don't we all go back to ny
pl ace tonight? 1'Il order us sone pizza and we'll watch novies. |'ve
got your favourite, Rodster: Princess Bride! Wn't that be great?"

Rodney was thrilled: "Yay! W get to go to Frank's hone!" Lucy
was not quite so enthusiastic.

"Frank, are you sure that's such a good idea? Everybody around
here is on edge, sonmething out of the normlike this may just cause
nore trouble."

"Don't worry about it, Lucy. W'll |eave a nessage for Dr.
Yakanmoto. and et himknow where we are. It wll be an excellent
donesti c experience for Rodney. And for us too..." Frank noved cl ose

to Lucy, their breath m ngl ed.

"Ch, you sure are learning the lingo, Handsonme. | guess you're
right, it would be a great experience for Rodney, and us." Lucy put
her arnms around Frank's neck and ki ssed himgently.

"Qoo00, yuck!" Said Rodney.

* k%

That night, they arrived at Frank's apartnent |aden down with
DVD s, pizza, and pop. Frank got plates and napkins fromthe kitchen
whi |l e Lucy cued up the novie. Rodney ran excitedly fromroomto room

"Where are your toys, Frank? Is that your bed? Are these your
cl ot hes?"

When he reached Frank's office, he saw his father's shot gun
| ocked in a gun cabi net.

"Is that a real gun, can | hold it?"

"No damm t! was Frank's first thought. How coul d he explain the
worl d of hurt bound up in that old gun? But he understood the effect
t he awesone power of a gun held over a six year old boy. So he took
the key out of this desk drawer, unlocked the cabinet and took the
gun down.

"Be careful Rodney. Yes, it's a real gun and guns are not for
playing with. They can kill. You can hold it though." Rodney took the
gun reverentially, studied it closely.

"Did you ever kill anyone, Frank?"

Frank took a breath.

"Hey you guys! The novie's ready and the pizza's getting cold."
Lucy, calling fromthe living room

"Why don't we tal k about this later, Rodster? Let's get sone
pizza." He took the gun and put it back in the cabinet, then guided
Rodney out to the living room He was sweati ng.



As they ate pizza and watched the novie wi th Rodney snuggl ed
bet ween Frank and Lucy, Rodney |ooked up at themand said "If | was a
real boy and you were ny real nom and dad we could do this every
ni ght, instead of pretend. Wuldn't that be cool ?" There were tears
in Lucy's eyes and she squeezed Frank's hand and they both | eaned in
and hugged Rodney. The Frank began tickling the both nercilessly.

After the novie, they put Rodney to bed on a cot in Frank's
of fice; he asked be put into sleep node so he could dream about the
three of themas a real famly. Lucy turned the dial on Rodney's
wist watch until it displayed the sleep controls, then she sel ected
Dreanl and. "Good ni ght Rodney, sweet dreanms."” They hugged hi m one
| ast tinme and then they went to bed thensel ves.

* k%

Frank had spent nost of his |ife expecting danger to cone while
eh was sl eeping. Now soneone was shaki ng himby the shoul der. "Wke
up Frank, where's the e-kid?" It was Andy Biggs, trying to keep his
voice low. Frank's reflexes were quick; he sat up and threw a |eft
hood at Bi ggs. But Biggs was quicker, he dodged the hook and pushed a
gun into Frank's tenple. "Interesting how rel ati onshi ps change in the
dark, isn't it Frank? Now where is he?"

Bi gg' s voi ce woke Lucy up. "Frank, what's going on -- do you
know t his man?"

"I was Frank's business partner, but he's trying to screw ne, so
now I'mjust a sinple man who's protecting his interests.”

"Shhh, it's okay Lucy. He won't hurt us." Frank put his arm
around her.

"What is he tal ki ng about, what does he want?" Lucy asked.

"He wants to take Rodney."

"You're not going to let himare you?"

"No of course not. Look Biggs, you're not getting Rodney, and
the gun doesn't scare ny. W've got a 911 Auto Alert that wll go off
if you fire that gun in here.”

BAM

Biggs put a slug into Frank's right arm and chuckl ed while Frank
screaned at the pain. "Not this one, it's been nodified by Santa's
el ves; no snoke, not much noise, lots of punch. Now let's go."

"You're not going to get away with this." Frank noaned. Bl ood
was running down his armand soaking into the white bed sheets.

"If you're stupid enough to send the cops after ne, they' Il find
out about your part in this plus how you stole the e-chick. Not to
mention the thousands of dollars worth of equi pnent you stole from
the hospital." Lucy was stunned.



"Not the girl, Frank?" Frank turned away.

Rodney cane awake; he had a sensitivity to human enotions that
bypassed his programm ng. The distress led himto Frank and Lucy's
bedroom A big man was standing over them hol ding a gun. Rodney felt
the inperative to protect his famly at all costs. He quickly went
back and got the shotgun fromthe cabi net.

The big man stal ked back and forth in front of the bed bl am ng
Frank for not keeping his end of the bargain, while Frank sat on the
edge of the bed bl eeding. Rodney pointed the heavy gun at the man's
back and tried to hold it steady. He squeezed the trigger and the
shot gun expl oded with fury. The big man col |l apsed into Frank's arns.

The shotgun bl ast activated the 911 Auto Alarm It alerted
police in the area that a firearm had been di scharged and di spatched
themto Frank's apartnment to investigate. The first squad arrived
wi t hi n seconds and punched through the apartnent door with a portable
battering ram Once inside, they swarned through the apartnent with
their guns drawn. When they reached the bedroom they saw one man
sl unped over another, both covered in blood; a woman tending to the
wounds of the man on the bed; and the perpetrator, a boy with a gun.

"TH S IS THE POLI CE, DROP THE WEAPQON, NOW ™"

Lucy and Frank reacted with one voice, "Rodney, put down the
gun!*

The conmotion startled Rodney. As helnmeted figures filled the
doorway, he turned and lifted the shotgun toward them They opened
fire. Frank | aunched hinself at Rodney and sailed into his snal
body, knocking him aside as the bullets slammed into his chest. Lucy
screanmed and run to Frank who lay clutching his chest.

"Frank, hang on. Soneone we need a doctor!"

“I don't think there's tine, Lucy. Don't cry. |I'm happy we had
our donestic experience, | just wish we had done it sooner.”

Rodney scranbled to his feet and rushed over to Frank and Lucy.
"Dada, are you okay?"

"Hey Rodster. You saved your famly today. W' re very proud of
you." He held his hand up and Rodney grasped one of his fingers in
his smal | hand.

Several police officers surrounded the little group, one knelt
down and began applying a conmpress to Frank's chest. "W've called
t he paranedi cs, they should be here any mnute. By the way, this is
an e-child, we'll have to inmpound him"

"Whay woul d you do that?" Lucy denmanded.

"The law. It states that any autononous synthetic being
inplicated in the death of a human will be rendered inactive."



"But he was protecting us. You can't de-activate himfor that!"

A detective came over and tapped the police officer on the
shoul der, "You recognize this guy?" Pointing with his toe to where
Bi ggs | ay dead.

"Yes sir. It's Andy Biggs--major crimnal scum"”

"Well, get himtagged and bagged and out of here. He's fouling
up the air. We don't need to bother this famly any further. The boy
deserves a nedal ."

"Yessir."

Lucy pull ed Rodney to her and hugged him "Hear that Rodney, you
deserve a nedal!"

Rodney sat down and pulled Frank's head into his lap. "No, Dada
does." Then he began to sing, "Hush little baby don't say a word,
Dada's going to buy you a nocking bird."

The End.



