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			Intro to “EasyEd”

			Attending school in a very small southern town—no kindergarten, same building first through twelfth, no special classes to challenge and stimulate the brighter kids—I found formal education extremely boring. If only something like the imprint machine depicted here had existed then! But a little thought indicates such an invention will be a two-edged sword, bringing chaos along with its obvious benefits. This story is set in a time now three decades in the past. The world has changed with remarkable speed over those thirty years, new learning tools hardly dreamed of then (Google, Wikipedia, on-line college education) now in common and almost world-wide use. And modern society has survived, though under assault in some areas. But what if it were subjected to a much greater strain than any to date?

		

	
		
			EasyEd

			Written with Patrice Milton.

			The overhead light was off, the long hallway with its sidewalls of mirror-tile illuminated only by a spillover of sunlight pouring through the open bathroom door. I had just emerged from Atom’s room, caught my reflection, paused, and brought out my comb, when the shot sounded.

			The soft lead bullet hit the tip of my noise, blasting away the flexible tissue and part of the septum. I saw my own face, framed in the foot-square area of a single tile, change expression. The eyes widened in unbelieving horror, each thick dark-brown eyebrow curving upward into an inverted V of shocked surprise. My nose was instantly transformed into a shapeless blob, one spraying a heavy mist of blood. The red drops hit the mirror just below the image of my lips, hiding the chestnut-bearded chin as though it had been an artist’s mistake, a false start, to be painted over and begun again.

			The first amazed awareness in my stunned brain was that I had not yet felt the pain. Instead, there was a numbing sense of impact, as though a huge fist had just grazed my prominent Roman beak, assaulting that inheritance from proud ancestors stretching in unbroken succession back to antebellum Georgia. But my ears hurt immediately. The sound of the shot was still roaring through the narrow hallway, reverberating like confined thunder seeking its freedom.

			I knew that gun. It had to be the old Colt .45, the short-barrel single-action revolver Fritz had inherited from his father. An antique, a valuable property, restored to usefullness and power because it was the only gun Fritz owned. He was no hunter; his hobbies were golf and tennis.

			Fritz…I started turning my head toward the dining room at the end of the hall, knowing I would see him there, aiming carefully for the second shot that would finish me. And then it would be down the hall and into Atom’s room. At some point during the long and sleepless night Fritz had slipped over that fine line that delimits acceptable behavior for most of us. We were a terrifying threat to the entire social order, a sharp blade swinging at the slim thread that held his ordered, secure life suspended in time and space—and he could not bear to see it cut, and risk the terrible fall.

			Fritz was going to kill me—and I was only the best friend of his real enemy, his brother-in-law Atom.

			Fritz Stubens had married Salya Rosenberg while both were still in college. Her younger brother Adam was twelve. Four years later Fritz had his M.A. in business administration, and was clawing hard at the lowest rungs on the ladder of success. He started work as a salesman for Computer Education, a programmed learning computer software firm. The older Rosenbergs died together in an airplane crash that same year, while returning from a visit to Israel. And the moody, temperamental young genius now called Atom became the responsibility of his sister and brother-in-law.

			It was a bad scene from the beginning. I met Atom when he moved in with his relatives and started the eleventh grade in Coral Gables High. Overly aggressive or defensive and vulnerable by turns, he could not adapt to the easy-going social life of a South Florida school. His obvious brilliance only made the situation worse. He was on a straight track for a Ph.D. in physics, his one consuming passion, and had little patience with unrelated subjects.

			The orphaned Jew from New York and Jefferson Davis Blandings III, Scion of the South, became best friends, in easy, gingerly stepped stages. I was aiming for a career in experimental psychology, though my natural inclination was toward literature and creative writing. I would not have made it through high school, much less my required undergraduate work in physics and math, without Atom.

			And Atom needed me. His interest in literature was nil, his ability to express himself in words poor. The only foreign language he could ever learn to speak with insight and understanding was mathematics—he couldn’t even handle Yiddish. I had to teach Atom how to drive a car—it seemed strange to me that he had not even tried to learn—and helped him get his license, a necessity for any social life in Miami. Except in his areas of specialty, Atom was an all-round incompetent. I may have gotten more from him that I gave over the years, but I helped Atom where he needed it most.

			By the time we finished at Miami U and left Florida for graduate schools, our friendship was six years old and secure. Atom went to MIT, where he established a mixed record; a jagged chart of nearly perfect scores in all the hard sciences, dismal grades in the easy courses that were supposed to produce a well-rounded human being. Without me there, he had to have special tutoring in several subjects. The insurance money from the death of the older Rosenbergs ran out while Atom was in graduate school, but Fritz was doing well in his career, and the Stubens carried Atom through his last year of full-time study.

			We had kept in constant touch—me by letters, Atom usually by long phone calls late at night—and saw each other every time we were in Miami together. Atom got his Ph.D. a year ahead of me—I had to work part-time to supplement what my parents could squeeze out of their small business—and promptly landed an assistant’s position back in Miami. He was not at our old alma mater but Florida International, the youngest of the state universities in the South Florida area. The job involved working with a noted scientist who had a government grant to do research on minute electrical currents. Since money was tight and his stipend small, he had moved back in with his sister and brother-in-law. By now the Stubens also had two kids of their own.

			I returned home with my Ph.D., and better prospects for finding a job digging ditches than teaching psychology. I moved back in with my parents from simple lack of choice. But I was an only child, and there was always room for me.

			I began trying to improve my curriculum vitae, puny though it was, while undergoing a bad case of existential despair. When Atom called after I had been home a few days, offering pizzas and beer that night at a favorite old hangout, I eagerly accepted.

			It was the first time I had seen Atom in the flesh for almost a year. He had grown a short, very black full beard, a match for my own reddish-brown chin-whiskers. His nose could have been a direct inheritance from Shylock, and the beard made it appear even larger. He seemed the same wire-thin, intense person he had always been. But when he came down the restaurant aisle toward the table where I waited, I saw a sparkle in his dark brown eyes that hadn’t been there since I helped him lose his virginity at eighteen.

			After the usual pleasantries I commented that the world must be treating him nicely, that he really looked great—and saw a slightly secretive, surprised look cloud his face.

			“Didn’t know it showed, Jeff. Sure, I’m a happy man. Finally doing something worthwhile; first time in my life, I think.”

			Atom looked around, as through afraid to go on. The good citizens of Miami were concentrating on their own business and the food. He relaxed, and the guarded expression faded. I saw him hesitate, then shrug, as though making up his mind on something important.

			“Guess I can tell you about it, Jeff. I’ve gotten interested in physiology. Audited two undergraduate courses at MIT during my last year. Then I did some extra work on my own. Remember how I always wanted to be an astrophysicist? Understand the universe? Well, I’ve gone the other way now. Decided there was more need to study the very small than the very large. Professor Holdstein has been working for three years on a way to translate sound into electrical impulses identical to those transmitted to the auditory cortex by the cochlear nerve. That would make it possible to bypass a damaged ear; just implant a wire from an external receiver directly into contact with the cochlear.”

			I nodded. This was an old idea, one which had been intensively studied, without must success to date. Holdstein was one among a number of investigators working in this field.

			Atom was watching me intently, as though uncertain he wanted to continue. I waited; in time he would tell me everything, without prompting.

			“A year ago Holdstein received a grant from HHS on a proposal to help people whose ears are okay, but where the nerve itself is undeveloped. That’s the most common form of congenital deafness; comes from rubella infection by the pregnant mother, genetic abnormality, other causes. The idea was to take what we had learned about simulating the nerve impulse via wire and build a device to beam the same current directly through the skull into the auditory cortex, at one of the points where input is normally received from the cochlear. That would give us a complete external ‘ear,’ one that could restore hearing to anyone with an undamaged brain.”

			That was interesting, but hardly overwhelming. New discoveries in prosthesis applications were being made every year.

			“Been working on the problem for a year now, almost by myself,” Atom said, after swallowing a long drink of beer. “Wasn’t all that difficult, once we knew how to duplicate the myoelectric signal from the cochlear. Finished over two months ago. Tried it on three deaf kids, two with rubella mothers, one a gene disorder. They heard, for the first time in their lives. They heard, Jeff! It’s difficult to describe the feeling that gives you, to know you can enable deaf children to hear. One of the most rewarding experiences of my life. Better than sex.”

			Atom hardly knew what loving sex was, I’m afraid. A few times a year, when he had the money, Atom picked up the phone and sent for a call-girl. Otherwise he was notoriously unsuccessful with women. They all wanted more time and attention than Atom was prepared to give.

			“Hey, that’s great, and I’m delighted to hear it.” I was thinking of a deaf cousin who was twenty-three now, a victim of the great rubella plague that had swept the nation in 1965-66, hitting South Florida particularly hard. She was over 90 percent deaf, solely from lack of cochlear nerve development.

			Atom was staring at me with sudden intentness. I didn’t like the slow smile that gradually tugged up the corners of his bearded mouth. “Just had a thought, Jeff. Physiology was a major under-graduate field for you, right? Want to take a quick postgraduate course? Guaranteed to be the equivalent of ten credit hours of postgrad independent study. It will take you about an hour.”

			I stared at him, jarred by the quick change of subject. Or was it a change? Somehow he seemed to have been leading up to this moment. But I would still have sworn it was also on a sudden impulse that he made me this peculiar offer.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Finish your beer and let’s go. It’s time you saw for yourself.”

			More than a little puzzled, but unable to resist his intensity—just as in the old days—I drank up, and we left.

			* * * *

			It was already past nine, but Atom had the key to the lab where he worked under Holdstein. He drove us there in Salya’s car, a short stretch through the sprawling southwest Miami suburbs to the Palmetto Expressway, from it onto the Tamiami Trail heading west, and off that after a few minutes at the university grounds.

			A short time later I was sitting in a peculiar apparatus that bore an unfortunate resemblance to ‘Ol’ Sparky,’ the heavy wooden chair with the special electrical attachments that awaited those sentenced to death in Florida. Only my strong faith in Atom kept me seated there as he fiddled with the bread-box controls. I did protest when he placed the plastic and metal cap over my head, but he assured me it was perfectly safe. And before I could decide that I didn’t trust even my best friend quite this much, he threw the master switch.

			I realized I had been out only when I revived. It wasn’t like waking up; more as if someone had turned my brain off, and then back on again. I seemed perfectly normal, even slightly rested. But a glance at my watch showed over an hour had passed. Atom was bending over me, looking intently into my eyes.

			“Feel okay?” he asked, voice casual. “Sometimes there’s a little sense of disorientation.”

			“No; I’m fine.” And I was, though there was an odd sense of change in my head, as though something had happened of which I was not yet aware.

			“You need to sleep about eight hours, and when you wake up a lot of it will have been assimilated,” Atom said cheerfully. “In this case, one imprinting is worth many thousand words. You’ll see what I mean in the morning.”

			“Maybe I will, but I want to know what you did to me now!”

			Atom saw that I was more than a little perturbed, and gave me a straight-forward answer. “It’s simple enough, Jeff. While running tests on deaf kids I discovered you can send a myoelectric signal along the cochlear nerve directly into the memory cells. Stepping up the power a little above the human norm causes the new data to be so strongly absorbed it becomes permanent. Frequency modulation of the signal lets you feed it in a thousand times faster than spoken words are normally received. It’s the ear that’s slow, not the brain. You’ll understand better tomorrow.”

			And Atom took me home to sleep off my fright and fear.

			I awoke next morning thinking of a complex chemical reaction involving IgG and IgH antibodies, and how they mediate inflammatory processes while destroying invaders of the body—and realized at once I hadn’t known beans about these subjects the day before.

			I spent the rest of the day wandering around in a semi-daze, just letting the flood of new knowledge wash over me in a gentle but irresistible wave. That night I sat and watched an excellent TV program, a gripping drama of terror, strife, suffering, despair, and final triumph—and had forgotten it entirely before I went to bed. But next morning my head had cleared, and for the first time I was able to more or less systematically evaluate what I had learned in an hour under Atom’s imprinting cap.

			My friend hadn’t been exaggerating. Except for needing some more experience physically handling laboratory equipment, I could have walked into any biological research facility and performed as a competent assistant experimenter. Me, the literary pretender who had never sold a word, the psychologist whose PhD. was still ink-wet and worthless—I knew one hell of a lot of high-level physiology.

			And I was one frightened man.

			The implications were stunning. If I could receive ten graduate credit hours this quickly and easily, what were they worth? What happened to physiology degree programs? How could I convince a staid academic administrator to hire me? And then I realized I was thinking small, not seeing the larger picture. If physiology could be imprinted this way, why not physics? Medicine? Even politics and history?

			I was looking at a complete revolution in formal education, the end of the classroom—including the teaching profession, of which I was trying very hard to become a member.

			I wondered if Atom had considered the impact his discovery was going to have on the world. And what about the financial implications? Had he filed his patent application? My God! Did he own the rights? Atom was working for a senior researcher at a university, who was himself funded by a government grant with all the usual strings attached. He probably held no more ownership in the results of his labors than I did.

			But there was a way. A wise old professor in my organic chemistry class had once told us, candidly, that if we ever made a discovery of great commercial value under similar circumstances, to keep it to ourselves. How did we think most of the current swarm of small but rich biotechnology companies had gotten started?

			This was getting way over my head. Atom needed more help than I could give him…and the inspiration dawned, sharp and clear. Fritz Stubens! Atom’s own brother-in-law was the obvious party to help us here. He was already in a closely related business. And naturally, Atom would never have thought of consulting dull, dependable ol’ Fritz.

			Atom did not exactly feel contemptuous toward his brother-in-law. He simply had no appreciation at all for his good qualities. He loved Salya, but failed to see why his sister was making a life with Fritz. The brothers-in-law got along OK, by the expedient of keeping a noticeable distance from each other.

			I went over to the Stubens house that night. Atom and I retreated to his bedroom, and had one of the longest and most intense arguments ever—but in the end, I won. At ten-thirty we called in Fritz, and gave him the gist of Atom’s breakthrough. The revolution it would cause in computer-assisted education seemed obvious.

			Fritz was a big, wide-shouldered man with a beginning paunch and the start of a bald spot at the crown of his pale blond hair. When I saw him with dark-eyed, petite, and lovely Salya, he inspired thoughts about a brown bear playing house with a Magyar princess. He was a strong-willed, humorless man who didn’t mind hurting other people’s feelings, which helped explain why he was already a vice-president in his small company. But he adored Salya, and was a devoted and caring father to their two sons.

			When we finished—me doing most of the talking—Fritz had one simple and straight-forward comment.

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“That figures,” said Atom, making no effort to hide his disdain.

			“No, the imprinter works, Fritz. I know, because it implanted a whole batch of new knowledge in my head just two nights ago. Look—Atom, what other subjects do you have on tape now? We need to prove it works on Fritz.”

			Atom looked surprised. “I’ve only made up two. It takes time, but the process isn’t really difficult. Both those programs were converted from home-study courses designed for small home computers—made by Computer Education, in fact. But high-level programs require a prior background in the subject. There has to be a good base for assimilation, or the imprint will soon fade.”

			That made sense. Anyone involved in education knew the human mind built on what it already knew. “Then how long will it take you to prepare a tape on some subject Fritz can use? Statistics, maybe?”

			“Statistics? I could have a tape ready in a week,” said Atom, looking at Fritz.

			It was obvious Atom expected his brother-in-law to refuse. But the businessman side of Fritz could see dollar signs floating through his cerebrum. If this actually worked, and he got his little company in on the ground floor—it could be move over IBM!

			It was late, and we were all tired. Fritz wanted to think it over. I went home and to bed.

			* * * *

			It took Atom almost two weeks to prepare an advanced course on statistics. While waiting, Fritz backed out twice—but eventually we were walking into the lab one Saturday night, leaving a mystified Salya asking unanswered questions back at home. While Fritz was under the cap, apparently simply dozing, Atom shared some recent thoughts with me.

			“Preparing this program took time away from work I consider a lot more important, Jeff. I’ve started a new line of application. We have another input pathway that carries far more actual data per second than the cochlear—the optic nerve. Using the same basic principle, we should be able to imprint visual images that will become just as fixed as the verbal. Some people can do this now; mentally photograph whole pages of text, then call them up to be read later. We should be able to make that possible for everyone. And then it will be an easy job to combine the two methods, giving you a complete package of stored images and the words that accompany them. Same thing you get out of a textbook now, except that you could absorb a thick one in an hour and gain permanent retention.”

			I was again getting slightly dizzy from the prospect. “So you could carry around an entire Encyclopedia Britannica inside your head. Words and pictures both. Available whenever you wanted them.”

			“Right, if you wanted to waste all that space. Or be the world’s greatest generalist.”

			That brought on another distracting thought. “Just how much capacity do you think the human brain has, Atom?”

			“Don’t know yet. But it’s limited. Funny; old Arthur Conan Doyle, speaking through his mouthpiece Holmes, made an intuitive leap that was brilliant for its day. Remember Sherlock always tried to forget anything learned that wasn’t helpful to his specialty? He was convinced the brain had a limited capacity to store data, and junk taken in meant something good would be forced out. I think he’s going to be proved right. We’ll still need specialists after EasyEd becomes universal. You can be an expert in any learned discipline you choose, but a thorough knowledge of a major field will use up all your available capacity.”

			“Easy Ed?” I asked, and he grinned and wrote it out for me as one word. Atom had started thinking in terms of marketing.

			Fritz came out from under the cap a little dazed, subdued but not hurt. Atom took him home to sleep it off, dropping me at my parents’ house on the way.

			On Monday morning Fritz Stubens knew a great deal more than he had before about statistics, knowledge that would be highly useful in his job. And Monday night, we four conspirators to change the world held a conference in the Stubens’ living room.

			Salya had finally been brought up to date by Atom and Fritz. I had always liked my friend’s sister a little more than I should, but she was four years older, and when you are a teenager, four years really matters. I had managed to keep my lustful thoughts to myself, and my hands off her small but beautifully proportioned body. I had hated Fritz for marrying her, at least a little, but that feeling had faded with time.

			“I went into the chief accountant’s office today and renewed an argument I’ve been having with him,” Fritz began slowly, holding his coffee cup in both big hands. “He tried one of his long technical explanations on me, the kind that’s supposed to baffle anyone except a fellow accountant. I followed him all the way. Then I picked a hole in his major point, one he was deliberately glossing over, and tore his argument to pieces. It was all there in my head, just waiting. That crazy cap works; it really works. And that scares the hell out of me.”

			I could see that Fritz had been doing some heavy thinking, and not on statistics. He was much more knowledgeable than Atom or myself in the nitty-gritty world of business, and a sometimes slow but thorough thinker. Atom, genius though he was, seldom fully explored the consequences of following any given line of action.

			“The more you look at it, the bigger it gets,” Fritz went on. “It’s not just classroom work. There’s the six accreditation institutions for all U.S. colleges; the entire job skills qualification system; the contacts you make in school. All that will disappear.”

			“And bring an end to the good ol’ boy network,” said Salya. “Good riddance; we women never shared in it anyway.” Salya had not worked since finishing her B.A. in History; she was fully occupied with raising the kids of an ambitious young executive.

			“There’s more to it than that,” Fritz went on, his voice very earnest. “It will tear up the whole social structure. What will it do to our system of licenses, for instance? A twenty-year old kid could take enough medical courses in a few months to become a surgeon. He could pass any medical exam. But does he have the stability and sense of responsibility you want in a person holding your life in his hands? Our entire licensing system will fall apart! Anyone can be a lawyer, an accountant, a doctor, an airline pilot. And financial consultants? We’ll have a million people wanting to become instant financial whizes, so they can start manipulating on Wall Street. And they could do it too! The market would become obsolete overnight. And what happens then to venture capital? The kind Computer Education is going to need to expand into the giant it will have to be to provide all these programs?”

			I could only look at Fritz with new respect. In some ways he had by far the best education in this little group.

			“If you just turn your machine loose on the world without lots of preparation, it’s going to cause the greatest revolution since Gutenberg. And the speed with which it will spread will be devastating. Society will literally fall apart. It gets down to a fundamental question, one you two bright lights haven’t thought of yet. Who’s going to shovel the shit? In a world where everyone is well educated, and anyone can be anything he chooses—who’s going to do the millions of necessary menial jobs?”

			Atom was staring at Fritz in consternation. “My God, do you think we haven’t considered that?” (I hadn’t, but this didn’t seem a good time to mention it.) “Fritz, don’t you realize how much the overall human potential will be increased? We’ll build robots to shovel the shit! As for licenses and tests for capabilities, society will have to devise new ones, tests that use the academic knowledge for starters and go on to demand a demonstration of real abilities. The accreditation system that will emerge will be better than the one we have now. You’ve said yourself that a lot of people with a good paper education can’t actually do the work you hire them for. They learn while doing the job, or they don’t learn at all. We will have to make the necessary changes because we’ll need specialists as much as ever.”

			“What about the poor people of the world?” asked Salya. “I mean the really deprived masses, like the millions of farm workers in China and India, the slum dwellers in Buenos Aries and Caracas? What will EasyEd do for them? And can they afford it?”

			“Oh, sure. The company with the patent—” he looked at Fritz— “will get enormously rich, but the process can become so routinized once the education tapes are made that it will be dirt cheap for everyone. We’ll have to prepare some very basic programs for the illiterates, but the process is so fast you could still make an engineer out of a slum dweller in a year. Of course all the programs would be in English, so that Chinese farmer…” he broke off and looked at us. “I just realized—we could go on all night and not see everything—we could make English the dominant or a true second tongue for everyone on Earth. Computer Education already has English programs in virtually every language spoken today. Learning English could be a prerequisite for taking the other courses. For the first time, a universal language…think what that could do to person-to-person communications. The real ‘global village’ here at last!”

			“We could sit here all week and not think of every ramification,” said Fritz, voice so low he seemed to be talking to himself. “What will universal higher education do to the money standard? Will we still have normal commerce after everyone has his expectations for a better life raised so high in such a short time?”

			“They should,” I said, butting into his almost private thoughts. My own brain had started working again, and I spoke with more confidence than I actually felt. “People will still need all the physical necessities they do now. There’s no reason to think society is going to break down. A better education will help everyone understand just how fragile the underpinnings of the modern world really are, and anxious to keep the system functioning—even if that means occasionally shoveling some shit before we get those robots built. Sure, the world is going to change dramatically, but it should be almost entirely for the better.”

			“I can think of a quick example,” Atom joined in. “In this country we have probably less than one percent of the population engaged in or supporting original research—and we’re one of the leaders. If enormous numbers of people want to take advantage of their higher educations, maybe we’ll get up to twenty percent doing some sort of original individual work. I can see a whole new ethic arising that says everyone must contribute his grungy little bit during the workday—a shorter one, of course—but then is free to go home and do research analyzing astronomical data—or if they’re artistically inclined, compose original music, or write plays, or—the possibilities are endless. But EasyEd can make the life of virtually everyone on Earth more satisfying and fulfilling.”

			Fritz could only shake his head, unable to believe.

			“If we get imprinting working on a large scale—” I got back into the discussion “—the increased education itself will provide the means for solving all the problems it causes. With a world filled with intelligent, well-educated people, why couldn’t we handle anything that comes along? Isn’t that the ideal this country has been working toward for generations? Your own company is trying to do the same thing; only the speed and efficiency are different. I agree with you that society will have to change enormously. But with universal—not just literacy, but high-level education—real at last, any society that can’t hold together needs shaking up anyway.”

			I don’t believe Salya had really thought through many of the implications until this discussion. I saw her expression change, almost as though a cloud had intruded between her and the nearby lamp, throwing her face into shadow. The values of her typical Jewish liberal education were being challenged, and she couldn’t summon the conviction to withstand the assault. Atom could. It was his nature to plunge recklessly ahead once certain of his views, regardless of the possible consequences. But Salya had acquired a healthy respect for the real world, and the often stupid and stubborn way in which it operates.

			The question really turned on how much faith you had in the perfectibility of the human animal, one of the hoariest of old philosophical arguments. I felt that people could adapt, would be willing to accept work then beneath their education level, when they knew such labors were necessary for a time to keep the productions gears grinding. So did Atom. But Fritz and Salya were convinced society would fall apart, that the only way the imprinter could be introduced was slowly, very slowly—and its basic nature made that impractical. If Computer Education didn’t grab a patent and produce caps and tapes by the millions, once the principle was known, someone else would.

			Once Salya had made up her mind, she became even more determined than Fritz to suppress Atom’s discovery. She saw nothing ahead but utter catastrophe, the breakdown of civilization, the triumph of anarchy. She saw visions of migrant workers refusing to pick vegetables, of red-aproned butchers unwilling to pull the trigger and send the captive bolt into the heads of bawling cattle. She saw her two sons shriveling into the stick limbs and swollen bellies of starvation.

			As the night wore on Salya became more and more vehement, replacing Fritz as the main voice of opposition. I became worried about her. She was genuinely, truly convinced civilization could not stand up under this drastic a change, that Atom and myself were on a wrong-headed course that could destroy us all. We were equally determined to patent and produce. Atom finally told Fritz he was going to look for backing from another computer education firm, and that was the final straw for Salya. She started crying in fear and frustration, then went into hysterics.

			That broke up the useless, overly-prolonged argument. Fritz led Salya off to their bedroom, where I heard him insisting she take a tranquilizer. She may have, but their voices went on and on, loud enough to be heard where Atom and I sat in the living room. He had a rather stunned look on his face. Opposition from Fritz he could understand, but not his own sister.

			I was equally hurt and disheartened. It was almost three in the morning, and we were all very tired. There was a small daybed in Atom’s room, and he invited me to sleep there. I took off my shoes and curled up under a blanket he brought me. It bothered me to go to sleep without brushing my teeth, but that’s one of the guilt trips our present culture lays on you.

			The narrow bed was hard and uncomfortable. I awoke about seven and couldn’t get back to sleep. Atom was still snoozing away. I went to the hall bathroom, then returned to the bedroom for my shoes. After stepping back into the hall, intending to raid the kitchen for some cereal and milk, I noticed my tangled hair in the mirror tile, and reached for my comb.

			* * * *

			I still couldn’t believe this was happening. Numbed by shock and fear, I turned my head enough to see Fritz, limned in the bright early morning sunlight from the kitchen windows behind him. He held the huge Colt .45 in his right hand, his left curling around the clasped fingers to steady the gun for another shot. There was a pale ferocity on his face, the strained, desperate look of a not-too-brave fighting man standing between his family and the ravening beasts of the jungle.

			But how could Fritz do this? He was not by nature a violent man. Staring at his distorted face, when I should have been running or begging for mercy, I suddenly understood something. The hate I saw there was not for me. It was for Atom, genius Atom, ungrateful Atom. Fritz had probably envied and loathed his young brother-in-law since the latter was a science whiz kid at sixteen. Stolid, purposeful, methodical Fritz. Dull but enduring Fritz. Somehow that hate and envy had combined with his fear for Salya and his sons, his sincere belief that we were wrong, that our ideas would destroy the world—and he had tormented himself through the long gray sleepless hours into the conviction that we had to be stopped, that to kill us was to defend his family. In a different way, he was as lost now as Salya had been last night in her hysteria. He had become a true believer who must act on his convictions, for once without thinking them through to the end. And he had slipped past the point of rationality, and would not return until this deed was done.

			The gun steadied, while I stood there bemused, unable even to look away. And then a small form in blue pajamas came running across the kitchen floor, screaming, and hurled herself at the extended gun. Salya caught it, and dragged the barrel down just as it fired. The bullet plowed a furrow through the rug at my feet and rebounded off the terrazzo floor beneath, to punch a hole through the plasterboard wall behind me.

			“No Fritz! That’s not the way! Dead God, you’re out of your mind! Atom, help me!”

			I hadn’t heard the door behind me open, but Atom came running past and took the gun from Fritz’s hand. The larger man made no effort to resist; just stood there, pale and lifeless as a badly done statue.

			Salya glanced at me, seemed to understand at once that I was bloody but not seriously hurt, and led Fritz away to their bedroom.

			By the time Atom got back to me the pain had finally started. I’ve never had anything hurt so much in my life.

			The towel I kept pressed against the shattered tip of my nose had stopped the bleeding by the time Atom got me to the hospital. There wasn’t much the doctor on duty in the emergency room could do except bandage it, recommend a good plastic surgeon, and send me home.

			Atom called me later in the day, to say that Salya had made Fritz take two tranquilizers, and he was sound asleep.

			I felt that I knew Fritz Stubens pretty well now. Since his attempt to save the status quo hadn’t succeeded, he would go the opposite route, try to make as much money as possible by aiding in its destruction. He would help Atom patent his process, as soon as it could be done without credit to the college or government. And then Computer Education would sign an exclusive contract with Atom for the rights, and none of us would ever have to worry about money again. Fritz, the man responsible for making an eight-million dollar a year business into one of the giants of industry, would be company president in a few years.

			I didn’t file charges, of course. I couldn’t do that to Salya. Fritz has apparently fully recovered, and seems his normal phlegmatic, hard-working self. He says hello and good by when we meet, as if totally unaware he tried to kill me only a month ago. The report went on the police blotter as an accident, caused by the gun discharging when Fritz dropped it.

			What really bothers me is that I’ve had some second thoughts myself. I’m no longer certain Atom and I are right. Maybe the world isn’t ready for the imprinter, and it should be suppressed, at least for now. Maybe…
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